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Abstract 
English language arts must respond to shifts in literacy practices that reflect changes in 
‘college and career ready’ that are more than technologically mediated, but also emphasize 
creative and social skills. The case study in this dissertation is a small part of a larger, ongoing 
formative experiment in digital multimodal composition (DMC).  A formative experiment is a 
methodological approach that favors a collaborative, iterative research process that is centered on 
an instructional goal in authentic classroom settings (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  The intention 
of the larger research study was to support students’ learning through DMC.  This dissertation 
explored one of the research questions from the larger study: In what ways do students 
experience the process of digital multimodal composition?   
The primary participants in this case study were Mrs. Kelly, an English teacher with 10 
years experience in education and Aubrey, a 10th grade student. Elements of visual rhetoric and 
visual culture were employed as a lens to frame an exploration of Aubrey’s DMC, a digital 
comic and self-portrait, Offline.   
When technology and multimodal composing processes are integrated into curriculum 
centered on rhetoric and composition– social, academic, and visual languages coalesce. There 
was no artificial separation between in- and out-of-school literacies in the intervention. Aubrey 
brought multiple resources to digital composing from diverse discourse communities.  She made 
intentional choices, but was not always conscious of how she was using rhetorical tools and 
languages, such as social media and gaming conventions with narrative structures.  Findings 
suggest that assessment can be part of an iterative composing process in DMC. The study 
reflects the teacher’s assertion that “our students are already writers” and has implications for 
developing DMC curriculum that values student agency. 
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“Science is observational and evidentiary. 
Please accept this wild bouquet of evidence 
I have collected.” 
-Samantha Hunt
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Chapter I: Introduction 
Introduction 
“They would rather compose their lives really well.”- Mrs. Kelly 
In a portable classroom at the edge of a large, overcrowded urban high school, Aubrey 
(all names are pseudonyms1) reads aloud her online comic, Offline (see Appendix A).  Aubrey 
created the comic using an app, SketchBook Pro2, on her iPad.  She then posted her digital 
illustrations in Google Plus3 for an English class project, The Digital Self Portrait.  In the dark 
room, the bright lines of her digital drawings stand out against a black background (See Figure 
1).  She clicks through the comic on a laptop and reads, in a thick New York accent, “I’m not 
someone who uses social media” (interview, May, 27, 2017).  Aubrey’s story, presented in this 
dissertation as a case study, continues with an exploration of her ambivalent feelings about social 
media and technology.  An avid gamer, Aubrey acknowledges that, like her peers, she is always 
connected.  Mrs. Kelly, Aubrey’s English language arts (ELA) teacher, is also a participant in 
this particular case study.  The class project Mrs. Kelly designed with me, the author of this 
dissertation, created a space that fostered a technology-mediated exploration of self. 
                                                
1 All names of people and places in this dissertation are pseudonyms to protect the identity of participants. 
2 SketchBook Pro is a digital drawing and painting software. With SketchBook Pro, Aubrey can use a stylus to draw digital 
illustrations on her iPad. After creating her digital comic, she uploaded her digital comic to a social media platform to share with 
her audience. 
3 Google Plus is a social network platform from Google. 
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Figure 1. Aubrey's digital comic, Offline. 
Initially, Aubrey was worried about doing the assigned Digital Self Portrait (DSP) 
project.  The basic requirements asked students to communicate something essential about their 
identity using a digital medium of their choice.  Even though students were not required to use 
social media, it was where Aubrey’s mind immediately went.  She thought, “Oh, I’m not going 
to like this project: it’s only on social media and I have to use social media.  How am I going to 
convey a message?” (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).  As it turned out, the assignment was 
open enough to allow for multiple perspectives and experiences with and through 
technology.  Aubrey could talk about the ways in which she expressed her identity in digital 
spaces such as games, or using devices like an iPad: “I felt I did that my own way,” she said 
(Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).    
Mrs. Kelly, the ELA teacher, designed the learning experience for this unit to maximize 
student choice as much as possible.  Like Aubrey, Mrs. Kelly does not use social media; 
however, she felt that she had to make her curriculum more relevant for her students.  The 
curriculum for her 10th grade Pre-Advanced Placement (AP) course emphasized rhetoric and 
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writing.  Academic writing is an important skill set, but Mrs. Kelly believed in a more inclusive 
definition of writing: “I feel like that’s only one facet of their identity as a human and one facet 
of their identity as a writer” (interview, June 12, 2016).  Mrs. Kelly wanted to bring academic 
and lived literacies into “greater companionship” because, she claimed, “our students are already 
writers” (interview, June 12, 2016).   
“Already Writers”: The Everyday Composing Habits of Students 
 Youth are writing and communicating prolifically in digital spaces, but they do not 
consider their activities “real writing” (Lenhart, Arafeh, & Smith, 2008, para. 4).  The lived 
literacies in which people engage, particularly those online, are typically invisible 
(DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010).  If schools seek to help students “develop as 
members of a writing public” (Yancey, 2004, p. 311), curriculum must encompass the multiple 
modes and semiotic resources people use in meaning making (Bezemer & Kress, 2008; 
Unsworth, 2001).  In other words, these writing practices, writ large, must be more visible and 
intentional.  This dictum is written into a series of statements from professional 
organizations.  The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Definition of 21st Century 
Literacies includes students who can “create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multimedia texts” 
(NCTE, 2013, para.1); and in a guideline, Professional Knowledge of the Teaching of Writing, 
which underscores the necessity for teachers who understand “the ways digital environments 
have added new modalities while constantly creating new publics, audiences, purposes, and 
invitations to compose” (NCTE, 2016, para. 4).  The Conference on College Composition and 
Communication (CCCC) recognizes that competing influences of 21st century skills and 
standardized tests threaten to narrow our perspective on writing (CCCC, 2007).  The CCCC 
Statement on Multiple Uses of Writing calls on schools, colleges, and universities to teach 
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writing with a range of purposes, discourses, and technology for aesthetic, workplace, and cross-
cultural intentions to do the “difficult work of helping students use good words, images, and 
other appropriate means, well composed, to build a better world” (CCCC, 2007, para. 2).  These 
quotes and position statements emphasize the importance placed on multimodal composition and 
a need for a more expansive definition of literacies.     
Background of the Study 
  The case study in this dissertation is a small part of a larger, ongoing formative 
experiment in digital multimodal composition (DMC).  A formative experiment is a 
methodological approach that favors a collaborative, iterative research process that is centered on 
an instructional goal in authentic classroom settings (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  The formative 
experiment for this dissertation began as collaboration with Mrs. Mariah Kelly, a secondary ELA 
teacher.  The goal was to design an intervention, or a series of lessons and assessments, for 
DMC.  Mrs. Kelly wanted to incorporate digital multimodal composition and meet the traditional 
literacy standards of the 10th grade pre-Advanced Placement Language and Composition 
curriculum.  Advanced Placement (AP) Language and Composition is a college-level course in 
rhetoric and writing.  If students successfully pass the AP Exam at the end of their 11th grade 
year, they may earn credits toward college.  Mrs. Kelly had to meet rigorous college preparation 
standards and was unsure of how to do that with digital multimodal composition.  Her grade-
level planning team, or the other 10th grade pre-AP English teachers, were not interested in 
diverging from the traditional curriculum, which focused on print-based writing and textual 
analysis.  Furthermore, any intervention (i.e., lessons, assessments, and projects) would also have 
to pass muster with her department supervisor, the Assistant Principal.  
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In Spring 2016, Mrs. Kelly and I started planning the project, which resulted in the first 
iteration of the intervention.  The DSP was a media representation of the ‘self’ reflected in and 
through online technology.  Students could choose any digital media (e.g., Instagram, Tumblr, 
Twitter, YouTube, etc.) to compose a multimodal portrait.  With purposefully vague guidelines, 
students gained freedom to remix modes and genres of media with which they were already 
familiar or that best displayed their vision (Canady, Martin, & Scott, in press).  The intervention 
consisted of a student-directed genre study (e.g., social media, digital video, online comics), 
explorations of modes (e.g., text, images, audio), peer workshops, and literature circles around 
young adult literature choices.   
The intervention incorporated a co-constructed contract between the students and Mrs. 
Kelly.  The assessment piece also required the students to write a self-assessment with a 
reflection at the end of the final project (Appendices B and C).  During the planning process, 
Mrs. Kelly identified what she called “a million” applicable standards (see Appendix D for an 
example of notes from planning, including the initial list of standards).  We narrowed them down 
to Common Core writing standards (e.g., W.9-10.3) with the focus of the standards on voice, 
figurative language, and details; as well as standards (W.9-10.6, SL.9-10.2, SL.9-10.5) that 
required the use of digital media to produce and publish shared writing products.   
The DSP was designed to allow student choice for media, which created unique tensions 
in assessment.  In theory, each student’s project could look completely different depending on 
the affordances of the modes and media they chose and the story they wanted to tell, generating 
innumerable possibilities in student contracts.  For example, one student could use Instagram and 
post five pictures with substantial text, while another might record a podcast from a carefully 
written script.  The responsibility for identifying the conventions of a chosen medium was 
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incumbent upon the student. He or she had to identify the affordances of a chosen medium, each 
with particular conventions and aesthetics.   
Teachers are frequently reluctant to implement technology and media because of the 
difficulty in assessing diverse or unfamiliar modes (Hicks, 2015).  Often, teachers address the 
dilemma stemming from increased student choice and the demands of grading by assigning 
multimodal projects of a similar ‘type’ to simplify the process (Shipka, 2009).  However, this 
was not the case for the DSP.  In Mrs. Kelly’s handwritten notes, one line reads: “How do we 
assess this thing?” (field notes, March, 2016).  A student-centered assessment addressed this 
problem by drawing on the expertise of students and their own knowledge of various genres and 
was based on three umbrella criteria agreed upon as a class: writing, creativity, and effort.  Using 
the criteria as a framework, students explored how they could use exemplar texts to inform their 
own projects.  The co-constructed contracts created a space for consensus to evolve between 
student and teacher on expectations for each project.  As we will explore later, it is not common 
practice to invite students to adjust the terms of their assessments (Penrod, 2005).  
The intervention was implemented in the final quarter of the spring 2016 school year.  
Upon completion, we reflected on the first iteration, student products, and the process.  Mrs. 
Kelly was not fully satisfied with the results.  First, she felt the intervention did not go deep 
enough, that it was too surface-level (interview, May 29, 2016).  Part of this superficiality 
stemmed from the challenges of using the media and technology that students use everyday: 
But, again, I feel like there was some discomfort, it was in the sense that I don’t feel like 
I’m on the same wavelength as my students.  And so, I don’t [pause] I wasn’t as 
confident about the depth of the instruction. (Mrs. Kelly, interview, June 12, 2016) 
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Students were motivated and enjoyed ‘composing their lives’ (Mrs. Kelly, interview, 
May 29, 2016).  Although Mrs. Kelly felt that some of the projects were creative and the 
intervention had promise, a meta-consciousness of how the students were using their everyday 
literacies was lacking.  In an interview, she said:   
It’s hard as a teacher because I don’t know the answers or what this looks like, but for 
me, I feel like maybe this is one of the entry points for bringing those two worlds 
[academic and everyday literacies and media use] into a greater companionship.  Our 
students are already writers, they are already playing with these tricks but they aren’t 
even conscious of it.  Why should I as a teacher say, ‘no, you can’t do this.  Yes, you can 
do this’ and set truly arbitrary rules for language and writing … when what it comes 
down to is that it’s all about communication.  Instead of saying ‘yes or no’ let’s talk about 
whether or not those are the best choices for communicating our purpose. (Mrs. Kelly, 
interview, June 12, 2016)  
Everyday literacies and academic literacies are two sides of the same coin.  There is no artificial 
divide.  As we will find in Chapter II, multiliteracies theory suggests that Mrs. Kelly’s concerns 
are valid: “To be relevant, learning processes need to recruit, rather than attempt to ignore and 
erase, the different subjectivities, interests, intention, commitments, and purposes that students 
bring to learning” (New London Group [NLG], 2000, p. 18).    
Theoretical Framework 
Visual rhetoric is connected to rhetoric and contributes to a lens to a theoretical 
framework concerned primarily with the ways images communicate meaning.  ‘Rhetoric’ is 
typically associated with language and persuasion.  ‘Visual’ carries connotations of seeing, but is 
usefully considered a way of looking (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009).  Because of the cultural 
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contexts in which images are imbued with meaning, visual rhetoric is used with concepts 
borrowed from visual culture, which are further explored in Chapter II.  Visual rhetoric functions 
as an analytic tool to explore the resources Aubrey uses in digital composing, as well as how to 
‘read’ her final project.  Visual rhetoric, with visual culture, provided elements for a framework 
to use and expand on the social, cultural and academic assets Aubrey brought to the classroom, 
including media literacies.  Furthermore, a visual rhetoric approach supported the teacher in 
making connections between rhetorical tradition and digital multimodal composition in the 
design of the intervention.   
Aspects of visual rhetoric support a theoretical framework useful for analyzing the 
agency of composers and audiences, in addition to the function of images among other modes.  A 
framework drawing on visual rhetoric examines the intersections of discourse communities 
(Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003) and is a critique “concerned with how symbolic actions influence 
and construct 'reality' for diverse publics’” (Olson, Finnegan, & Hope, 2008, p. 4).  In other 
words, visual rhetoric is a useful for a framework for a visual rhetorical analysis of visual and 
verbal elements of texts, like Aubrey's digital comic, Offline; but visual rhetoric also provides a 
lens for looking closely at the relationship between the resources she used in meaning making in 
contexts both in and out of school.  Visual culture addresses the cultural and social aspects of 
visuality. 
 Historically, visual culture followed cultural studies to emphasize not only the 
sociocultural aspects of visuality, but also practices of looking (Sturken & Cartwright, 
2009).  Variously referred to as the ‘pictorial turn’ (Mitchell, 1994) and the ‘visual turn’ (Jay, 
2002), visual culture acknowledges visuality as a form of communication and active meaning 
making.  Visual culture used as a theoretical framework in this dissertation creates a space for 
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critical examination of how the visual works within multimodality to communicate and generate 
resources for meaning making. In pedagogy, the primary purpose is “showing seeing” (Mitchell, 
2002, p. 166).    
Dimensions of the Larger Problem 
This case study looks at a very narrow aspect of digital literacies, the DMC process, but 
is a response to a much larger problem.  Access to technology and education that successfully 
integrates technological skill with literacy practices will be increasingly important in education 
(Rheingold, 2012).  For some time, this has been a pressing issue that does not seem to be 
properly addressed in education: “Digital literacy is no longer a luxury, and we simply cannot 
wait to build the capacity in our students and colleagues, as well as ourselves” (Hicks & Turner, 
2013, p. 64).  
Career Ready 
A recent study out of Oxford estimates that 47 percent of United States employment is 
danger of disappearing in the wake of technological advances, perhaps as early as the next 
decade (Frey & Osborne, 2017).  Low-skilled and low-waged workers will have to develop new 
skill sets in order to shift to jobs that draw on “creative and social intelligence” (Frey & Osborne, 
2017, p. 266).  This echoes an insistence around a more multifaceted preparation of students for 
the so-called ‘knowledge economy,’ which emphasizes a flexible, solutions-oriented approach to 
knowledge that also recognizes the social and collaborative elements (Kalantzis & Cope, 
2003).   DMC has been shown to encourage those very skills and dispositions, as well as 
motivate traditionally marginalized students (Smith, 2014).  While some have asked that we 
move beyond a focus only on the motivational aspects of DMC (Jocius, 2016), engagement may 
offer an important link between writing, creativity, and collaboration.   
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A recent Gallup student poll found a treacherous pitfall for education: the school cliff 
(Busteed, 2013).  
The Gallup Student Poll surveyed nearly 500,000 students in grades five through 12 from 
more than 1,700 public schools in 37 states in 2012. We found that nearly eight in 10 
elementary students who participated in the poll are engaged with school. By middle 
school that falls to about six in 10 students. And by high school, only four in 10 students 
qualify as engaged. Our educational system sends students and our country's future over 
the school cliff every year. (Busteed, 2013, para. 3) 
In this dissertation, engagement was an important aspect of Aubrey’s DMC process. 
Engagement, in addition, was also an indication that Aubrey found her work creative, 
meaningful and relevant.  Furthermore, much of the sense of relevancy stemmed 
from increased sense of agency and choice.  This personal freedom was visible in the composing 
process and can be used to create opportunities for increased awareness or intentionality in 
design choices in DMC.  
College Ready 
Soon, the definition of ‘writing’ may evoke multimodality.  ELA classes will look 
fundamentally different, reflecting social changes not only from the use of technology, but the 
very nature of knowledge creation (Cope, Kalantzis, McCarthey, Vojack, & Kline, 2011).  These 
changes are already occurring in college and university composition programs.  Composition 
courses have been steadily infusing interdisciplinary writing (Nagelhout & Tillery, 2014) and 
multimodal, digital composing practices (Alexander & Rhodes, 2014; Palmeri, 2012).  For 
example, one first year composition (FYC) department moved from its traditional home with 
the English department to the Arts and Design department (Purdy, 2014), a move that brings 
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composition studies closer to the design arts in both theory and practice.  This is not an isolated 
example, but part of a larger trend in the discipline (Purdy, 2014).  Examples like Purdy's suggest 
that when we invoke “college ready,” we might be surprised by what that means (Purdy, 2014, p. 
x).  A shift in the paradigm is not easy, but tensions can be positive and often compel us to 
change.  As Hicks and Turner (2013) remind us: “We need to have the courage to take on new 
roles as English teachers, and we cannot take as long as we have with other changes in teaching 
English” (p. 64).   
In summary, this dissertation addresses the problem of meeting the demands of preparing 
students for a technologically mediated future in work and college.  Both work and college 
emphasize critical thinking, creativity, flexibility, and problem solving.  Education has focused 
on developing these habits of mind for some time, but a participation gap persists in developing 
social competencies with technology (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 
2009).  FYC has been evolving to recognize the diverse needs of interdisciplinary and 
technological advances; yet secondary ELA, or perhaps more precisely, standardized tests, 
continue to privilege print-based literacies.  As the saying goes, “Testing is not teaching” 
(Graves, 2002, p. 2).  Graves (2002) asserted that “teaching is choosing the right skills based on 
an astute observation of the child's needs” (p. 2). The findings in this dissertation show that co-
constructed assessment can be an important part of the composing process and is aligned with 
the kinds of assessments that scholars like Graves (2002) saw as more meaningful aspects of 
teaching practice.  Students, with the support of peers and teachers, can use assessment as both a 
design plan and self-assessment.   
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Purpose and Research Questions 
To reiterate, this case study of DMC involves a student and her teacher and is drawn from 
a larger, multi-year formative experiment.  The ongoing formative experiment continues to 
evolve and address several gaps in scholarly literature on multimodal composition: (a) learning 
outcomes and multimodally-composing-to-learn, or “what new media and multimedia do for 
learners” (Moje, 2009, p. 358); (b) the multimodal composing processes of students; and (c) 
using academic and everyday literacies to better understand and assess for learning with a variety 
of modes in meaning making.  Chapter II explores the literature relevant for this case study in 
greater detail, yet many of these gaps emerge in the discussion.  Furthermore, the persistent gaps 
in the literature informed the research questions in the case study.   
The intention of the larger research study was to support students’ learning through 
DMC.  The project purpose was twofold: (a) Design and analyze an intervention for multimodal 
composing in secondary ELA, and (b) Explore the digital multimodal composing processes of 
students.  In the larger study of which this case is a part, there was one primary question and 
several subquestions that addressed the purpose: How do English language arts teachers design 
digital multimodal composition interventions?  However, for this dissertation, I explored the one 
overarching question with four subquestions related to the digital composing process of 
students:  
1. In what ways do students experience the process of digital multimodal composition? 
a. How do students compose digital multimodal projects (i.e., what is the composing 
process)? 
b. What resources do students bring to the digital multimodal composing process?  
c. What academic and everyday literacies do students use in the process?  
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d. What does learning look like in digital multimodal composition?   
Key Terms and Concepts 
Several key terms that are used throughout this study are defined to ensure the 
consistency and transparency of the discussion.   
Academic Language 
  In keeping with multiliteracies (NLG, 1996), academic language refers to the languages 
of ELA sanctioned by schools, and in this study, literacy education in particular.  Academic 
language is the language that students are expected to adopt as appropriate communication, and 
can also include behaviors and norms.  Academic language is often content-specific and aligned 
with standards.  In writing, academic language is “high stakes,” or treated as a form of 
assessment to measure whether students are acquiring and using content-specific language (Lillis 
& Scott, 2007, p. 10).  This is juxtaposed with out-of-school, or lived literacies, in this 
research.  These literacies are multiple and dynamic, depending on the context, group, and 
rhetorical situation (see Gee, 2010; Heath, 1983; Hull & Schultz, 2002; Street, 1984).  In this 
DSP project (intervention Phases 1 & 2), lived literacies meshed with academic literacies in 
various ways.  For example, several students used text-speak, such as abbreviations or hashtags, 
to communicate ideas in their multimodal project.     
D/design 
Design can have several different meanings, which is why I used the big ‘D’ and little ‘d’ 
with the term, design.  In this research, Design with a capital letter generally refers the 
multiliteracies (NLG, 2000) definition, which is a combination of three approaches to making 
meaning: Available designs, Designing, and The Redesigned.  In this approach to Design, 
available resources are any material, modes, etc. within a culture used to make meaning.  
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Designing is used in lieu of words like grammar, because it emphasizes the agency of the 
meaning maker over following rules in language (Kress, 2010).  The Redesigned emphasizes the 
remixing of available resources to create new meaning (NLG, 2000).  Design used in this context 
refers to a conceptual approach to multimodality, which emphasizes the iterative, and agentive, 
process of meaning making.  
Digital Multimodal Composition (DMC) 
Digital multimodal composition is the practice or product of combining modes and media 
to create a cohesive whole.  In theory, each mode has the potential to contribute equally to the 
overall meaning of a product or artifact (Kress, 2010).  In text-based writing, composition is the 
deliberate ordering of words, sentences, and larger structure to construct meaning through a 
logical flow.  With the increasing affordances of technology, writing- like literacy, is developing 
a much more broad definition (NLG, 1996; Shipka, 2011; Yancey, 2004).  Composition is also a 
term shared with other disciplines, such as music.  This emphasizes the component parts that 
contribute to a whole.  See also ‘Multimodal Composition’ definition below. 
Formative Experiment 
Formative and design experiments are goal-oriented research approaches that seek a 
specific pedagogical outcome (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  Interventions are at the center of 
formative experiment and often undergo several iterations or revisions in authentic 
contexts during the course of a study (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  “Lessons to be learned” 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 371) inform both theory and practice.  This methodology also 
privileges partnership and collaboration with practitioners.  It is a pragmatic approach to 
research.    
 
 15 
Modes 
The five modes in multiliteracies are visual, aural, spatial, gestural, and linguistic (NLG, 
2000).  Multimodality is the combination of modes.  Each mode has the capacity to contribute 
equally to meaning making in a whole (Kress, 2010).  See Figure 2 for a representation of how 
modes combine to make meaning in multimodality.  
 
Figure 2. Modes combine to make meaning in multimodality. 
Multiliteracies 
Multiliteracies theory was a response to the dramatic changes in literacy as a result of 
technological advances and increasing linguistic and cultural diversity (NLG, 1996).  This 
framework, discussed in Chapter II, is appropriate for a study of multimodality in an educational 
context because of the emphasis on pedagogy.  Educators are challenging monomodal, or print-
privileged, literacy by adjusting to a more inclusive, multimodal theory of communication 
(Lillis, 2013).  Literacy, however, in a sociocultural approach to multimodality, remains central 
(Lillis, 2013).   
Linguistic	
Visual	
Aural	
Gestural	
Spatial	
Modes	
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Multiliteracies is expansive enough to include many of the tenets of multimodality as both 
theory and practice (Jewitt, 2009), as well as complementary theories like New Literacy Studies 
(NLS) (e.g., Gee, 1999; Street, 1984; etc.) and social semiotics (Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress, 
2010).  The concept of ‘Design’ in multiliteracies acknowledges the use of semiotic resources 
and agency in producing new meaning.  Design is particularly salient in examining how students 
draw on available resources, both academic and everyday, to compose multimodality.   
Teachers can take this into account when designing interventions.  Intertextuality plays a 
prominent role in multiliteracies (Fairclough, 1992).  Intertextuality, in essence, acknowledges 
that everything is a remix (Ferguson, 2012).   
Multimodality  
 Kress (2010) argues that multimodality is “the normal state of human communication” 
(p. 1).  Multimodality is the combination of modes, each with a unique contribution in meaning 
making (Kress, 2010).  In this dissertation, multimodality typically refers to digital texts, though 
multimodal texts can take any form, such as embodied texts (as in dance) or a book with words 
and images.  In multiliteracies, multimodality is central to the idea that literacy education must 
account for the diverse variety of texts and multimedia communication (NLG, 2000).   
Multimodal Composition   
Multimodality is not new, and it does not necessarily have to be digital.  In this research, 
references to multimodal composition generally involve digital or technologically mediated 
products.  Digital writing is also used interchangeably with multimodal composition.  
Throughout this dissertation, DMC will reference digital multimodal compositions.  
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Overt Instruction 
In Multiliteracies theory (NLG, 1996, 2000), overt instruction is synonymous with 
conceptualizing or developing metalanguages, or languages that help “to describe ‘design 
elements’” and includes “specialized, disciplinary knowledges...typical of those developed by 
expert communities of practice” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015, p. 4). Overt instruction is not equated 
with direct instruction (NLG, 2000). In developing a framework using visual rhetoric, overt 
instruction draws on the languages specific to visual rhetoric to describe how images, and other 
modes, combine to make meaning. 
Van Leeuwen (2015) warned that we should not teach in school what students can easily 
learn from without.  In other words, educators must carefully consider overt instruction as 
essential to learning growth in the classroom in ways that engage students in community and 
individualized learning.  In this study, individualized learning is similar to relevancy.  If the 
learning does not require the assistance of a “more knowing other” (Vygotsky, 1980), students 
can most likely learn the skill or concept when, and if, it is necessary outside of the classroom. 
Overt instruction insists the teacher should have the expertise to guide students to greater 
understanding and skill acquisition (Cope & Kalantzis, 2015; NLG, 1996) or create communities 
of practice in which mentorship or apprenticeships are fluid (Jenkins, 2006; Itō et al., 2010; Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  
Resources or Available Resources  
Available resources refer to the cultural and social symbols with which people within 
communities or culture can use to communicate (Kress, 2010).  Resources may include activities 
and practices, or conventions (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Resources may also refer to the raw 
materials appropriated to make meaning, or to remix (Irvine, 2015).  When resources are 
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appropriated in remix, the remix does not “pretend to be unique,” but is transparent about 
appropriation (Angello, 2014, p. 429).  
Particularly salient to this study is the idea of conventions in popular culture and social 
media.  Students use available resources to make meaning.  As mentioned in the introduction, 
available resources included academic languages in Aubrey’s digital comic.  
The Intervention  
Formative and design experiments are typically oriented toward a desired educational 
outcome (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  Interventions are central to meeting the pedagogical 
goal.  In this study, the three goals of the intervention encompassed the design and 
implementation of: (a) digital multimodal projects that allow for student choice; (b) assessments 
for diverse modes that align with learning objectives; and (c) lessons to support standards, 
objectives, and projects.  
First Intervention   
The intervention used in this study for multimodal composition was developed over 
time and incorporate different assignments, assessments and other facets of the instruction.  The 
project and study grew through the process of iterating the intervention.  Therefore, the research 
has expanded to include the students’ products, which focused on the students themselves and 
their voices. Interventions function best in research when they are a specific set of instructional 
activities rather than a broad array of approaches (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).   
Summary 
Research tells stories.  This is the story of a teacher working with a researcher to design 
rigorous instruction and assessment in DMC for ELA classes that privilege traditional 
literacies.  Mrs. Kelly valued her students’ lived literacies and actively sought ways to use their 
 
 19 
funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzales, 1992), including discourses in third 
spaces (Moje et al., 2004), to reinforce academic learning.  It is also the story of young people 
whose literacy practices and digital engagement may not always involve intentionality (Hull, 
2003), but can be utilized in the classroom.  Aubrey’s story represents a case of rhetorical 
sophistication.  As work and college expectations evolve to meet the sea changes occurring in 
communication and meaning making practices, schools struggle to meet the challenge of closing 
the participation gap (Jenkins et al., 2009).  But as this ongoing study suggests, teachers and 
students are enmeshed in the complex, multilayered processes of negotiating tensions in digital 
writing.      
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Chapter II: Literature Review 
“The critical uncertainty about the future of digital media is literacy” (Rheingold, 2012, p. 54).   
Introduction  
Trends in college composition courses include more multimodal and technological 
approaches (Alexander & Rhodes, 2014).  Traditional literacies are important, but new media 
theories, such as multiliteracies, challenge the assumption that print-based practices remain the 
dominant form of literacy taught in schools (New London Group [NLG], 1996).  Visual rhetoric, 
the field of inquiry guiding the framework in this dissertation, may bridge the verbal/visual 
divide (Goggin, 2004) by capitalizing on the commonalities between the languages of rhetoric 
and design.  The literature suggests that in order to change curriculum and instruction, educators 
must begin to reimagine the ways we assess students’ digital writing (Hicks, 2015; 
Neal, 2011).  A gap in the literature persists around students’ multimodal 
composing processes.  Of primary concern in this case study is how students, like Aubrey, make 
choices from available resources in the digital multimodal composing (DMC) process.  
This chapter explores key ideas in the literature around the DMC process, resources that 
students bring to composing, and research on assessing DMC.  The literature review concludes 
with a brief exploration of Advanced Placement (AP) to provide context for the case study.  
Visual rhetoric, which contributes to the theoretical framework, follows the literature review. 
Multimodal Research 
In a review of studies between 1999-2012, Smith (2014) found several major themes in 
76 digital multimodal studies.  The themes included evidence of significant engagement for 
students and benefits for marginalized groups; scaffolding and overt instruction in teaching; and 
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a broad understanding that the process is collaborative, social, and recursive (Smith, 2014).  In 
this literature review, similar motifs emerged.  Educators and researchers continue to learn more 
about pedagogical practices around multimodal compositions, similarities and differences 
between language-based and multimodal literacy practices, and the prominent role visuality 
plays in compositions.  Rhetoric, design, and how knowledge moves across mediums are also 
important themes.  Additional research on the multimodal composing process and evidence of 
learning in the products is needed (Smith, 2014). 
Studies of multimodal composition ranged from a focus on process (Dalton, 2015; Smith 
& Dalton, 2016) and fine-grained analysis (Fei, O’Halloran, Tan, & Marissa, 2015; Hull & 
Nelson, 2005; Hull & Schultz, 2002), to the study of “text speak,” or specific language use in 
various modes in order to support school-sanctioned literacies (Turner, 2009, p. 60).  
Researchers emphasized the agency of students in active meaning making through creativity and 
collaboration (Ajayi, 2015; Hafner, 2015; Ranker, 2015). 
This qualitative dissertation addresses gaps in the research by looking at one aspect of 
multimodal composition: How the resources a student brings to the digital multimodal 
composing process can inform the design of assessments.  The review discusses key ideas about 
process, resources, identity, and assessment in digital multimodal composition and concludes by 
exploring tensions that arise in preparing students for language and composition.  A discussion 
of AP dovetails into  the intersections of classical and visual rhetoric.  A visual rhetoric 
framework supports an exploration of how DMC communicates ideas and how learning is visible 
in artifacts.  
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The Digital Multimodal Composing Process  
Research has shown that the writing process is iterative and writers draw on many 
resources (Emig, 1971; Flower & Hayes, 1984).  Teaching text-based ‘process writing’ has 
positive effects in the classroom (Applebee & Langer, 2013).  According to Graham and Perrin 
(2007), “Explicit and systematic instruction” can be an effective component of a writing 
curriculum (p. 320).  The emphasis of support should be on scaffolding within the writing 
process (Graham & Perrin, 2007).  Yet, in spite of nearly five decades of research around process 
writing, no single approach or method has emerged as definitive (Sharp, 2016).  Prescriptive 
methods typically do not work because process writing is situational: A “narrow perspective 
towards the acts of writing disregards the theoretical understandings that (a) writing is 
developmental and (b) the processes that a writer uses during the acts of writing are flexible” 
(Sharp, 2016, p. 77).  The same can be said for the multimodal composing process. 
The multimodal revision process is an approach familiar to writing teachers because 
multimodality shares a cyclical approach similar to writing (Ball, 2006).  The DMC process, too, 
is cooperative and iterative.  Learners draw on resources from different discourse communities, 
including youth culture, popular culture, and social media spaces, to compose digitally.  The 
research suggests that students know how to recombine resources to make meaning, but their 
choices are not always intentional (Gunsberg, 2015; Hull & Nelson, 2005; Jocius, 2015; 
Pantaleo, 2013; Ranker, 2015).  
The writing and digital composing connection has been explored in several studies 
(Ajayi, 2015; De Palma, 2015; Howell, Butler, & Reinking, 2017; Lillis, 2013).  De Palma 
(2015) conducted two case studies to understand the process of remediation between print-based 
writing and various mediums.  De Palma (2015) was primarily interested in whether print-based 
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knowledge and skills transferred across different media or modes.  Multiple sources of data were 
collected to explore transfer, including course documents, student artifacts (e.g., storyboards, 
scripts, written essays, and digital stories), written reflections, and interview transcriptions (De 
Palma, 2015).  The multiple case study found that composers use various modes without 
necessarily being aware of the ‘moves’ they are making (De Palma, 2015).  Tracing “rhetorical 
moves” in these cases exemplified the use of reflection to raise awareness of the choices 
composers make during the composing process (De Palma, 2015, p. 634).  Reflection rendered 
aspects of the process and transfer more visible.  Making the steps of composing and traversing 
modes more visible is  “tracing” (De Palma, 2015, p. 622).  One implication of the study is that 
teachers can support active reflection during the process to identify the rhetorical functions of 
resources in order to develop a meta-awareness (De Palma, 2015).  In the process, composers can 
identify shifts in rhetorical purpose and develop “action-oriented descriptions” to generate a 
meta-awareness of the composing process (De Palma, 2015, p. 634).  Literary and writing 
knowledge are more visible when composers are “mapping points of integration” and think about 
the recursive nature of composing (De Palma, 2015, p. 631).  Mapping requires the instructor to 
be actively engaged in the process in order to provide timely support and scaffolding for students 
as they identify their ‘rhetorical moves’ (De Palma, 2015).  Lastly, portfolios may be useful in 
creating conditions for reflection and looking at transfer across media. 
Similarly, Fei, O’Halloran, Tan, and Marissa (2015) found that mapping multimodal texts 
using software can help students acquire knowledge of meta-languages for describing their 
composing choices.  In their study, half of the teachers (n = 10) found the use of mapping 
software useful in teaching literacy skills and the other half thought it had the potential to be of 
use.  The skeptical half may have been responding to the finding that mid-ability students did not 
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draw on the metalanguages in the software as often as high-ability students (Fei et al., 2015).  
The researchers surmised that this may also be a result of insufficient training for teachers in 
using both the software and a multimodal framework to engage students in multimodal analysis 
(Fei et al., 2015).  However, mapping is important in process because it helps students 
understand how modes work together to make meaning, as well as how composers draw on 
larger systems, such as social or cultural meanings (Fei et al., 2015).  Like De Palma (2015), this 
study reinforces the importance of emphasizing compositional choices during the composing 
process. 
A process-based approach was emphasized in other studies, as well.  Writing process was 
the focal point of a multimodal formative experiment conducted by Howell et al. (2017).  This 
multiple case study nested in a larger formative experiment found that students did not 
experience significant transfer of skills between writing and multimodal composition (Howell et 
al., 2016).  Students also found the additional writing assignment to be too cumbersome in 
combination with the multimodal project.  The authors suggest that lack of experience in 
extended writing or the tech skills with the media they used may have inhibited the 
intervention’s effectiveness (Howell et al., 2016).  The intervention, which focused on argument 
writing transfer, did expand students’ concept of argument to include multimodal resources 
(Howell et al., 2017).  Choices were also important to the students because, from their 
perspective, they rarely have that kind of freedom in school assignments.   
Other researchers also underscored the importance of understanding how discourses 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Gee, 2014), modes (Kress, 2010; NLG, 1996, 2000), and academic 
literacies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Morrell, Dueñas, Garcia, & López, 2013) work together in 
digital composing.  In another case study on a middle-school student’s composing process using 
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visual resources, Pantaleo (2013) found that the student, Jaelyn, made intentional choices in 
composing, such as use of color, line, and perspective.  The author asserts that this finding 
challenges assumptions that students do not know how to use visual resources, in spite of 
everyday engagement with images (Pantaleo, 2013).  Instead, this study suggests a perspective 
that students make choices, but may not necessarily have the technical vocabulary to describe 
them.  Higher level visual literacy skills must be taught (Pantaleo, 2013), and so must 
multimodal strategies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; De Palma, 2015; Fei et al., 2015).  Students use 
a variety of media to communicate everyday; however, in classrooms, technology is not the 
focus.  Teaching conscious choice reinforces rhetorical awareness that is useful across modes 
and media (Rankings-Robertson, Bourrelle, & Bourelle, 2014).  
Think-aloud protocols and video reflections have been recently employed to examine the 
composing process.  Pacheco and Smith (2015) and Smith and Dalton (2016) used think-aloud 
protocols with screencasting software to capture, or invite students to capture, reflections in post-
production.  In a case of two adolescent composers drawn from a larger study, Smith and Dalton 
(2016) found limitations in what post-process reflection can tell us about both the composing 
process and assessment practices, because each student brings different abilities to the process. 
Each student created a remixed producer’s cut of their composing process for an assignment 
based on the novel, The Things They Carried (O’Brien, 1990).  Both of the students used 
features of video production, such as text overlays and transitions, to expand on their composing 
processes, but differed in what they chose to emphasize (Smith & Dalton, 2016).  The 
differences in approaches illustrate the complexity in using a video for assessment.  However, 
students in this study engaged identity in the process, suggesting potential for developing 
personal insight (Smith & Dalton, 2016).   
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Students remix resources to make meaning but are not always intentional, just as in other 
studies on multimodality. Remix is the recombination of materials in a way that does not mask 
appropriation (Angello, 2014).  One qualitative study described English language learners’ remix 
practices and included a focus group to elaborate on findings (Hafner, 2015).  Eighteen students, 
drawn from 12 different groups, followed a similar structure: reading and data collection, 
scripting and storyboarding, performing and recording videos, editing, and publishing (Hafner, 
2015).  The structure supported students’ developing language skills by facilitating instructor 
interaction in predictable stages.  Hafner (2015) found “four different kinds of remix: chunking, 
layering, blending, and intercultural blending” (p. 503). Intercultural blending referred to 
students’ own voice combining with resources from the larger culture (Hafner, 2015). Each of 
these approaches to remix represented an aspect of the process that was iterative and involved 
the use of existing resources.   One of the constraints was “typified voice,” or imitating genres 
used as models during instruction (Hafner, 2015, p. 504).  Connections with multimodality also 
occurred in highlighting the importance of clear definitions, in this case for remix, and 
appropriate technical support for students. 
Digital multimodal composing is cooperative and iterative. Several of the studies examined 
previously also underscored the cooperative and iterative nature of the composing process 
(Dalton, 2016; Hafner, 2015; Smith & Dalton, 2016).  Ranker (2015) for example, highlights the 
iterative nature of the process in three case studies.  In the study, there are several points of 
interest for DMC.  Students were continually arranging as their piece evolved, and not all 
resources made it into the final artifact (Ranker, 2015).  In other words, students often drew on 
more resources than necessary or, as the project evolved, no longer needed everything they 
collected.  Divergence was essential to the process (Ranker, 2015).  Divergence signifies the 
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agency and ability to experiment with different paths and with a variety of resources, including 
student-generated resources (Ranker, 2015).  Students composed toward a moment of 
punctuation (Kress, 2003 cited in Ranker, 2015) that was dictated more by the context, but also 
included genre or other constraints.    
Dalton (2015) also emphasized engaging students in peer mentorship and digital 
workshop processes.  A “cascading expert model” created space for introducing various types of 
technology by drawing on the expertise of students, rather than relying on direct instruction from 
the teacher (Dalton, 2015, p. 299).  Dalton (2015) also emphasized that students are designers of 
texts.  Salient to the case study presented in this dissertation is the assertion that “leveling up,” 
through drawing on student expertise, allowed students to assist each other, and freed the 
instructor to assist students in other aspects of their process (p. 301).  Other studies also found 
that cooperation took on embodied (Ehret, Hollett, & Jocius, 2016; Miller, 2013) and socially 
negotiated approaches in cooperative projects (Doerr-Stevens, 2015). 
Agency in readers and writers of digital multimodal composing. Agency manifests in the 
research in many different ways for both the composer and audience.  Intentional choice, or 
awareness, is often connected to students’ sense of agency; however, overt instruction is 
necessary to help students “level up” (Dalton, 2015, p. 301).  Pantaleo’s (2013) study on visual 
literacy found agency and intentionality in the use of resources was based on experience as well 
as instruction.  Other studies connect agency and choice to creativity (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; 
Hafner, 2015; Jocius, 2016; Mills, 2015; Ranker, 2015).  The audience plays an active role in the 
process and, as “recipients” of images, are active meaning-makers (Holsanova, 2012, p. 251).  
One study of reconstructing visual reception, or reading images, revealed that knowledge 
and expertise influenced how viewers managed the  “allocation of visual attention” (Holsanova, 
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2012, p. 253).  Tasks or goals also directed visual exploration (Holsanova, 2012).  Similarly, 
eye-tracking studies in perception found that reader behavior can be influenced by experience, 
knowledge, or direction from another source (Hiippala, 2012).  This influence on acts of looking 
and perceiving is much like the reading-writing connection.  The more students are able to 
analyze images, the better able to guide their viewing and to compose texts that are rhetorically 
successful.   
Discourse communities. Drawing on resources in the DMC process underscores a 
concept that emerged in linguistics: ‘language-in-use’ (Gee, 1999, 2014; Halliday, 1978).  This 
concept reinforces the process of shaping language and resources through everyday use.  
Language-in-use signifies actual utterances in speech or writing, and not abstract systems (Gee, 
2014); however, as Rheingold (2012) and others have pointed out, technology has made it just as 
easy to communicate multimodally.  This ties languages, and I argue, resources, to identity as 
“we use language to build things in the world, to engage in world building, and to keep the social 
world going” (Gee, 2014, p. 31).   
Visual and multimodal languages tie into our discourse communities and social 
languages (Gee, 2014; Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Each social language draws on its own 
grammar (Gee, 2014) or conventions (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Conventions, in turn, affect 
how we see and read the world (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Furthermore, we draw on these 
conventions, grammars, and social languages to present ourselves as a certain “kind of person” 
(Gee, 2014, p. 47) in different contexts.  These performances of self (Goffman, 1957) are 
important because they tie us to communities as socially significant people (Gee, 2014). 
Discourse communities matter because they come together in the classroom.  In 
multimodal composing, social and academic languages, along with their own grammars and 
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conventions, dictate audience and the resources students choose to communicate messages.  In 
the studies examined thus far, the process is far more complex than it is presented in this 
literature review.  As Sharp (2016) pointed out, in nearly fifty decades of process writing 
research, no single approach has emerged as the ‘one.’  Composing is more than stages in a 
process.  It is a socially constructed, mediated experience (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991).   
Similar to language acquisition, children as young as three years old can learn aspects of 
the multimodal composing process (Bazalgette & Buckingham, 2013).  Yet, in order to develop 
languages, overt instruction is necessary (Vygotsky, 1978).  From this assertion, we can draw the 
conclusion that lived literacies should be used as a resource in formal education (Bazalgette & 
Buckingham, 2013).  
Resources for Designing Meaning in Digital Multimodal Composing  
Resources are the tools and symbols a writer can use to create meaning.  Writers draw on 
multiple literacies, including their own modal strengths, when they create multimodal texts (De 
Palma, 2015).  There are many ways to utilize the everyday texts students encounter in DMC, 
such as popular culture and music (boyd, 2008).  Community resources also add to available 
means of telling stories and are unique to local contexts (Hull & Nelson, 2005; Vasudevan et al., 
2010).  The use of social languages and resources also creates “new entry points into school” for 
youth who are disengaged (Vasudevan et al., 2010, p. 454). 
Why Intentional Choices Are Important 
Students use modes in ways that are complementary (Hull & Nelson, 2005; Pantaleo, 
2013; Ranker, 2015); however, research is split on whether the choices students make in 
composing multimedia are purposeful (Gunsberg, 2015; Jocius, 2016).  Intentional choices are 
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important if students are to leverage multimodal and visual languages with mastery or control 
over rhetorical intention. 
 Ranker (2012), discussed in the previous section on process, found strong associations 
with assembling resources.  Students in Ranker’s study drew on both in-and out-of-school 
resources and there was an intertextual relationship in drafting.  In multimodal compositions, the 
students used discrete textual features and remixed them.  The modes and media students work in 
have different affordances and constraints that students must learn to recognize (Ranker, 2012).  
The students engaged in making a series of choices throughout the project.  As discussed in the 
section on rhetoric, the materials and method of delivery influence the design or arrangement of 
the message.  In the case of this particular study, arrangement took place as each piece evolved 
(Ranker, 2012).  Ranker also mentions specific traditional literacies such as writing, speaking, 
text resources, and narratives as important in the process. The study also revealed that students 
would have more possibilities by creating their own resources and that divergence “was central 
to the students’ ability to access and produce resources that could not be anticipated by the 
teacher in advance” (Ranker, 2012, p. 480). 
Popular Culture as Resource  
More attention has been paid to composing, but little to explore the influence of popular 
culture in multimodal writing (Williams, 2014).  Students engage with popular culture more than 
they do academic texts and can use their knowledge to inform academic genres, allowing them 
“to negotiate those genres with confidence and critical acumen” (Williams, 2014, p. 113).  
Popular culture also creates a space for teaching critical digital literacies (Bowmer & Curwood, 
2016; Morrell et al., 2013), engaging young people in participatory cultures (Jenkins, Clinton, 
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Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 2006; Jocson, in press), and supports a multimodal approach to 
teaching writing (Rowsell & Decoste, 2012). 
Designing experiences to enhance learning is an important aspect of addressing content-
area standards in ELA and engaging students in their own learning.  In a study by Bowmer and 
Curwood (2016), From Keats to Kanye, the design of instruction using remix, popular culture, 
and Romantic poetry had a mixed effect on how students were able to show learning.  In this 
particular study, the Romantic concept of creative genius was assessed with a written assessment 
based on instruction centered on popular culture and visuals.  The students in the study were 
engaged in the lesson, but failed to demonstrate a grasp of the concepts of Romanticism in their 
writing.  The authors saw this as a disconnect between modes or parallels between texts 
(Bowmer & Curwood, 2016).  However, students had a greater sense of agency in making 
connections between popular culture and poetry.  The findings also show that students felt that 
Romantic poetry was connected to their world, in large part because of the popular culture 
associations, but not to them personally (Bowmer & Curwood, 2016). The authors point to 
implications for text selection and curricular design, asserting that teachers can positively affect 
students’ perceptions of English (Bowmer & Curwood, 2016).  For DMC, another implication of 
the study is particularly salient: teachers should survey students to get a better sense of their 
popular culture interests (Bowmer & Curwood, 2016), especially if teachers plan to compile 
resources for students to use. 
A focus on popular culture in multimodality typically takes the form of genre, such as 
how to create a podcast, video, or social media post (Williams, 2014).  In a study on students’ 
use of popular culture in DMC, participants used their knowledge of popular culture to compose 
texts that could be viewed on a screen, such as video game or a film (Williams, 2014).  This 
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study suggested that popular culture can serve as a bridge to the kinds of texts valued in school, 
but also helps the other way around, by using academic skills/knowledge to add more value to 
enjoyment of lived literacies of students.  This connects again to the idea of bridging the so-
called in-and-out-of-school divide.  When educators invite students to compose on their own 
terms, especially with popular culture (Williams, 2014), they are more willing to engage with 
school-sanctioned literacies.   
Designing Assessment of Digital Multimodal Composition 
In assessment of DMC, teachers still rely on print-based definitions of literacy that do not 
properly assess the unique affordances of multimodal compositions (Jacobs, 2013).  Assessments 
that emphasize print-based texts can neither approximate learning through digital media 
literacies nor measure achievements through digital practices (Mills, 2010).  Conventional 
assessments do not reflect authentic digital practices and therefore lack a certain “life validity” or 
connections to students’ digital practices outside of school (Mills, 2010, p. 262).  Designing 
assessments for diverse student DMCs that reflect social use of media, as well as rhetorical 
purpose, requires more than an emphasis on writing and must include multiple modes for 
meaning-making.  The following discussion explores different approaches to digital writing and 
DMC assessments: frameworks, rubrics, and reflection.   
Showing Learning Through Writing and Composing Practices 
Attention to the complementary relationship of assessment and instruction is important.  
This connection reinforces a constructivist approach and encourages experimentation, both 
among students and teachers.  Charlton (2014) insists that if we ask our students to experiment 
with genre, we as educators have to be prepared to experiment with assessment.  As the body of 
DMC research grows, a better understanding of how learning is expressed in and through DMC 
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will emerge.  Until then, classroom practice and assessment must be especially responsive to 
students’ needs.   
Writing used to supplement DMC may also detract from what students learn through the 
DMC process.  Writing is often assigned in conjunction with multimodal composition because 
teachers worry about meeting academic standards.  In a formative experiment study on 
multimodal composing and argument writing, Howell et al. (2017) suggest that students may 
view an extensive writing assignment to be “redundant” and “overcomplicated” (p. 32).  
Evidence suggested that the use of this practice by teachers could have been indicative of the 
teacher’s concerns about meeting the standards conflicting with her willingness to incorporate 
multimodality (Howell et al., 2017).  The authors caution that transfer of writing skills and 
multimodality was not easily accomplished by students (Howell et al., 2017).   
Studies have also focused on the transfer of skills or knowledge from writing (De Palma, 
2016; Donahue, 2012).  Focusing on multiple layers of meaning across modes (Chisholm & 
Trent, 2013) can help students develop greater understanding of concepts.  For example, in 
digital storytelling, exploring visual conventions used to enhance meaning such as color, spatial 
arrangement, and metaphor contributed to an understanding of organizing information (Chisholm 
& Trent, 2013).   
Implications from examinations of writing transfer may also inform considerations for 
DMC assessment.  Research suggested that students need a sufficient amount of time to learn 
skills in order to facilitate transfer later (Donahue, 2012).  Furthermore, transfer was a social 
process brought about by “person-context interactions and the way knowledge is presented in 
new situations” (Donahue, 2012, p. 151).  The social aspect of knowledge and skill acquisition 
points to the importance of explicit teaching in different modalities as well as space and time for 
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students to interact with the material and each other.  Lastly, and perhaps most intriguing, was 
the idea that the most effective tool for transfer is analogy (Donahue, 2012).  Based on the 
discussion so far, transfer between different modes is achievable, if teachers can design learning 
experiences that reinforce meaningful connections.  Transfer between modes, especially in 
writing to DMC, can help teachers develop assessments that are both formative and summative. 
Assessment Frameworks and Rubrics 
Frameworks and rubrics are useful guides for instruction and assessment.  Hicks (2015) 
draws on the National Writing Project’s (NWP) concept of ‘looking closely’ at student work.  
‘Looking closely’ frames discussions around student work in a non-evaluative way.  The 
‘looking closely’ protocol has been circulating for some time and has been used successfully in 
examining student writing.  The act of ‘looking closely’ created space for critical questions that 
move thinking about digital texts forward (Hicks, 2015).  Another framework modified by Hicks 
(2009) is the MMAPS heuristic: Mode, Media, Audience, Purpose, and Situation for writer and 
the writing.  Rhetorical connections in MMAPS are clear; therefore, frameworks like MMAPS 
and ‘looking closely’ are invitations to interact with student work in ways that writing instructors 
are already familiar.  Furthermore, frameworks provide useful scaffolds for teaching and  
learning in multimodality.  A heuristic such as MMAPS facilitates engaging with a wide variety 
of digital genres. 
A framework developed by the Multimodal Assessment Project (MAP) Group from the 
NWP sought to align the language of assessment with the languages used by digital composers 
(Eidman-Aadahl et al., 2013).  The MAP Group developed domains, or spaces, where 
multimodal composers interact in the composing process: “(1) artifact; (2) context; (3) substance; 
(4) process management and technique; and (5) habits of mind” (Eidman-Aadahl et al., 2013, 
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para. 5).  Each domain was defined and examples are provided.  Particularly salient to this case 
study is the domain, substance.   
The substance of a piece is related to an artifact’s message in relationship to the 
contextual elements of purpose, genre, and audiences.  Considering the substance of a 
piece encourages authors to think about elements such as quality of ideas, quality of 
performance, credibility, accuracy, and significance. (Eidman-Aadahl et al., 2013, para. 
8) 
This domain is quoted in full because it reflects a particularly difficult aspect of multimodal 
assessment.  One critical point of this domain asks readers and writers to consider the rhetorical 
and material connections of multimodality.  The rhetorical appeals of ethos and pathos tie into 
the domain’s focus on both credibility and aesthetics. The rhetorical canons are evident in the 
language of the domain such as ideas and performance. These relate to the traditional canons of 
arrangement and delivery of multimodal texts. In the writing process, which is perhaps more 
timely and familiar to composition educators, arrangement aligns with drafting and revising, 
while delivery represents the stage of publishing, or perfoming, for an audience. 
Testing the Effectiveness of Rubrics in Digital Multimodal Composing 
Rubrics are commonly employed to facilitate assessment, alleviate workload strain on 
teachers, and provide consistency across contexts (Burnett, Frazee, Hanggi, & Madden, 2014).  
One approach to the use of rubrics program-wide was to adopt an ecological model, or to think 
of assessment practices as integral to the entire digital composing process (Burnett et al., 2014).  
Students used the rubric to support various phases of the composing process, including 
brainstorming or invention phases, to publishing the final artifact (Burnett et al., 2014).   
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Rubrics should illustrate what an effective DMC looks like (Ball, 2012; Burnett et al., 
2014). In 2006, Ball wrote a piece on the shortcomings of rubrics for multimodality.  The crux of 
the criticism was around how context and rhetorical intention were often missing.  To that point, 
the assertion was that there was no applicable rubric that tied the ‘text’ to audience (Ball, 2006).  
Drawing on rubrics for Multimodality from Kress, van Leeuwen, and Jewitt (2001) and 
Manovich (2001), Ball (2006) argued that while the rubrics were useful, they functioned more in 
a ‘designerly’ way and were not effective in teaching analysis of texts, or ‘readerly’ aspects of 
texts.  Later, Ball (2014) would apply an “editorial pedagogy,” or teaching that uses the typical 
“Revise & Resubmit” process in designing, to approximate authentic writing practices that result 
in publishable artifacts (p. 92).  The rationale behind this shift was that an author or producer 
needs to be able to see his or her own work “editorially” or for a “usable audience” (Ball, 2014, 
p. 99). Therefore, publishing can be useful in the classroom, adding an element of 
professionalism. 
Negotiated contracts between students and teachers can create spaces where students are 
put in a position to teach, bringing their talent and knowledge to the fore (Charlton, 2014). 
Teachers can support student agency by developing questions to help students articulate their 
own learning objectives to design contracts (Charlton, 2014).  In a study on developing 
innovative spaces for learning, students looked at connections between the forms they chose to 
communicate a purpose and their audience. Charlton (2014) asserted that “the most challenging 
and most intriguing part of multimodal design and effect is the unexpected dimension of 
interactive modes (of language, or form, of delivery)” (p. 41).  If assessments or rubrics are not 
flexible, teachers hazard “prescriptive” and “uninventive, locked-in forms that are often 
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unsatisfying for composition students, teachers, and program designers” (Charlton, 2014, p. 41).  
Rubrics have the potential to develop student agency but can also present limitations.   
Reflection for Assessment 
Reflection in DMC has been used as an assessment tool to make the intentions of the 
composer more visible (Ball, Bowen, & Fenn, Gunsberg, 2013; Neal, 2011; Shipka, 2009) and as 
a genre in its own right (Miller, 2013; Smith & Dalton, 2016; Yancey, 2016).  Written reflection 
can create a space for an author to explore learning.  Shipka (2009) recommends three questions 
to encourage student reflection: “(1) identify their texts' strengths, weaknesses, and potentials for 
revision; (2) share with readers how they feel about their work, and (3) articulate what they 
learned” (p. 356).  Articulating learning also involves considering personal growth as well as 
academic learning (Shipka, 2009).  Reflection, by definition, is a looking back, or a reflexive 
activity.  Writing is not the only method used in DMC reflection.   
In one study, a “Composer’s Cut” was used to encourage two adolescent composers to 
reconstruct their digital composing processes (Smith & Dalton, 2016, p. 719).  Using digital 
media to create a reflection about digital media production encouraged the students to reflect on 
composing practices specific to digital modes (Smith & Dalton, 2016).  In other words, 
constructing a reflection using the original DMC with screen capture video allowed them to see 
their composing “in a different light” (Smith & Dalton, 2016, p. 725).  This was an example of 
“reflection-in-action” (Yancey, 2016, p. 4).  Engaging in reflective practices also involves the 
ability to articulate the different variables of the composing process (Yancey, 2016).  Reflecting 
in the same genre allows students to actively engage in the materiality of their own compositions 
and revisit the process in the act of articulation.   
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The ‘how’ of the composing process is as important as the ‘why’ (Neal, 2011).  As 
educators actively engage in shaping digital composing practices, it is as important for them as 
for their students to reflect on how writers construct DMCs (Neal, 2011).  Designing assessments 
that encourage students to interrogate the ‘how’ of their compositions makes the process more 
visible, and therefore encourages an active and recursive role for reflection (Neal, 2011).   
A study of upper-level college students found a tension or opposition between what 
teachers value and what students value in the composing process (Gunsberg, 2015).  The 
students in this study valued the skills they developed in visual aspects of composing over other 
academic skills emphasized by the composition teacher (Gunsberg, 2015).  The researcher 
suggested that this was not necessarily because of the ‘bells and whistles’ of the technology, but 
rather evidence that students value what they invest time in doing, as well as what they perceive 
to be relevant to future opportunities (Gunsberg, 2015).  The students considered the skills they 
acquired in learning to use the software as a transferrable skill in their everyday lives.  However, 
in the assessment process, this created tensions between the students and the teacher: they each 
valued different aspects of the process (Gunsberg, 2015).   
Reflection in DMC provides valuable information for educators.  Design justifications 
can be leveraged to make the process visible for instructors and students (Ball, Bowen, & Fenn, 
2013).  According to Ball et al. (2013), using research design justifications as reflection also 
revealed where students engaged with various media.  Reflection exposed both where students 
were confident and their points of disengagement (Ball et al., 2013).  Ball et al. (2013) also 
found that the use of everyday literacies not only increased engagement, but also confidence in 
DMC.   
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A deconstructive approach to reflection, such as a reflective justification, can build digital 
readers, as well as producers.  In DMC, a reader can identify what the author is doing by 
working backwards from the finished product, just as in writing (Ehses, 2004).  This approach 
used in analyzing texts can be applied by an author to reveal hidden aspects of the composing 
process by making choices more prominent.  In approaches to looking at art, for example, 
“defamiliarization” creates a similar distance between the viewer and artist to enhance sensitivity 
(Lindqvist, 2003, p. 248).  A similar approach to DMC, especially in one’s own work, can orient 
students to be more agentive and “oriented toward productive (creative), rather than 
reproductive, knowledge” (Lindqvist, 2003, p. 250).  Asking ‘how’ and ‘why’ encourages 
students to question their own composing process and to be more aware of the choices other 
authors make. 
Dewey (1910) asserted that reflection is most effective when it arises from a point of 
unsettled inquiry: 
Reflective thinking, in distinction from other operations to which we apply the name of 
thought, involves (1) a state of doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental difficulty, in which 
thinking originates, and (2) an act of searching, hunting, inquiring, to find material that 
will resolve doubt, settle and dispose of the perplexity. (p. 9) 
Similarly, the opposition that Gunsberg (2015) found in the values of teachers and students can 
be an active point of reflection in assessment.  In the opening quote to this chapter, Rheingold 
(2012) asserted that literacy is a critical link between social and technological shifts.  As teachers 
and students negotiate various modes and resources for meaning-making, they will be 
confronting unique challenges that require educators to “step ‘out of bounds’” and try new 
approaches in teaching and learning (Jocson, 2010, p. 232). 
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Connecting Reflection, Assessment, and Real World Applications 
Writing, including multimodality, may become the preferred mode of assessment (Cope, 
Kalantzis, McCarthey, Vojak, & Kline, 2011).  A culture of writing corresponds with the social 
nature of knowledge creation (Cope et al., 2011).  Implications of writing and DMC-focused 
assessments suggests that changes in how educators view writing will not only impact 
curriculum design and assessment, but the dynamics of the classroom as well. 
  Assessments that reflect social learning also mirror how professional multimodal 
producers function outside of schools.  In Rowsell’s (2013) extensive ethnography which 
included 30 case studies, professionals’ practices reflected Cope et al.’s (2013) assertions of a 
more inclusive concept of social creation.  The six lessons learned from professionals working in 
multimodality were: (1) interests and affinities were typically passions since childhood, (2) 
storytelling was central to all modes, (3) collaboration was essential, (4) creativity does not mean 
original and all materials are remixed, (5) conventions can be taught and processes can be 
generalized, and (6) multimodality is a human enterprise in which composers have agency in 
how stories are told (Rowsell, 2013).  Rather than being exclusive to professionals, these six 
findings also reflect the studies and theories presented in this literature review.   
Composing Identity in Multimodality 
If schools are to remain relevant, “learning processes need to recruit, rather than attempt 
to ignore and erase, the different subjectivities, interests, intentions, commitments, and purposes 
students bring to learning” (NLG, 2000, p. 18).  In this way, academic and everyday literacies 
are two sides of the same coin.  Multimodal composing encourages participatory practices (Itō et 
al., 2010; Jenkins et al., 2009) that render the lines between school and community more 
permeable, thus creating “literate identities ... across community and school contexts” 
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(Vasudevan, Schultz, & Bateman, 2010, p. 451).  Sedimented identities, or traces of multiple 
selves, in texts created by students outside of school from a study by Pahl and Rowsell (2007), 
demonstrated that habitus had an impact on school literacies.  Students brought artistic talents 
and identity to composing (Curwood & Gibbons, 2010; Doerr-Stevens, 2015; Gries, 2013; Smith 
& Dalton, 2016), exhibited agency and critical awareness (Ajayi, 2015; Doerr-Stevens, 2015), 
and connected to the subcultures of which they were part (Ajayi, 2015; boyd, 2008).  
Furthermore, youth participation in digital spaces tended to follow cultural and linguistic lines 
(boyd, 2008).  Similarly, Domingo (2011) found that multimodal texts “functioned as a linguistic 
and cultural passport for youth to migrate within digital communities” (p. 228).  Other ways to 
encourage confidence and agency in students was to create a culture of peer support and 
mentoring in which students share their expertise with each other and minimize a teacher’s need 
to be ‘expert’ in all things digital (Dalton, 2015).     
Buckingham (2013) argued that our perceptions of young people typically overlook the 
idea that the social self is a performed self.  In other words, identities are constantly in motion 
and dependent on the social contexts in which a person finds him or herself.  Buckingham (2013) 
acknowledged that the various theories around adolescence are contested, but still provided an 
antidote to the romantic ideals surrounding youth and media use: 
This account of the ‘digital generation’ is also bound to ignore what one can only call the 
banality of much new media use. Recent studies suggest that most young people’s 
everyday uses of the Internet are characterized not by spectacular forms of innovation 
and creativity, but by relatively mundane forms of communication and information 
retrieval. (p. 14) 
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Everyday use of media and technology was also part of the process of presenting identity 
(Buckingham, 2013).   
Advanced Placement as Context 
Advanced Placement (AP) is the nearest bridge to college composition: “it appears that 
the growing emphasis on the valuable goal of graduating college-ready high school students has 
often led to creating college experiences in the high schools” (Judson & Hobson, 2015, p. 75).  
In advanced ELA courses, preparing students for the rigor of AP is often the primary focus 
(Judson & Hobson, 2015).   
The AP exams for Literature and Language and Composition have only seen modest 
changes in over 50 years (Jones, 2001).  The 2017 exam for AP Language and Composition, for 
example, was still text-based reading and writing.  The AP exam is an effective measure of 
students’ abilities; however, the problem is that exams dictate the instruction (Zhao, 2009).  With 
an emphasis on higher AP enrollment, concerns about whether or not ELA in secondary schools 
will meet digital advances in college composition remain.  The purpose of this section is to 
understand the context of the study.  Process, resources, and assessment, the themes from the 
data in this dissertation, come together in visible ways in an AP classroom.   
The most recent AP exam (2017) included visual literacies, such as reading graphs.  What 
is most salient to this discussion, is that the test also underscored the importance of 
understanding rhetoric.  The first question asked writers to write a synthesis using six sources, 
one a chart and another a calendar (AP Free-Response Questions, 2017).  The second question 
tasked the writer with explaining how an author used the introduction to “prepare the audience 
for her message” (AP Free-Response Questions, 2017, p. 11).  The third question was a 
straightforward argument essay, but the text provided was provided for use to establish a position 
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was about “image-based culture” (AP Free-Response Questions, 2017, p. 12).  Each of the 
questions from the exam touch in some way on visual literacy or visual rhetoric, either in 
substance or through presentation of modes of information.   
Theoretical Framework: Elements from Visual Rhetoric 
The theoretical framework developed from visual rhetoric is presented in this section 
with a cursory description of two complementary frameworks, visual culture and remix studies.  
First, a brief introduction and a discussion of traditional rhetoric establishes both context and 
rationale for the use of a visual rhetoric lens in the context of this case study.  Aspects of visual 
rhetoric, with visual culture, function as a framework for thinking about the study.  Visual 
rhetoric is used to interpret how Aubrey communicates her message through images and text.  
Visual rhetoric tools also render visible the resources Aubrey uses in the composing process. 
 A “digital turn” to include digital reading and writing practices in conjunction with 
academic literacies has been stressed in empirical studies on literacy over the past several 
decades (Mills, 2010, p. 247).  Work in cultural studies, media studies, semiotics, and critical 
literacy has also highlighted the importance of expanding the definition of literacies (e.g., Gee, 
1999; Heath, 1983; Kress, 2010; NLG, 1996; Street, 1984).  Furthermore, writing in the 
workplace has become a “rising tide” of “mass writing” (Brandt, 2015, p. 3).  While most 
workplace writing draws on traditional literacy skill sets, the recent trends in computerization 
suggest that creativity, social intelligence, and more technical digital literacies will be necessary 
in the very near future (Frey & Osborne, 2017).  As the opening quote implies, literacy educators 
have a crucial role to play (Rheingold, 2012).  Literacy, long considered central to meaningful 
participation in society, will continue to be a vital part of preparation for shifts catalyzed by 
technological advances.  
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Literacy writ large is central to the work teachers do in English classrooms.  More access 
to technology, especially in multimodal communication, has “consequences for learning” (Kress, 
2010, p. 5).  This is not to say that English education has been standing idly by as the wave of the 
future rushes past.  In their recent review of 100 years of research in the English Journal, 
McCorkle & Palmeri (2016) identify innovation and change as pervasive themes, and suggest 
that technology in classrooms ranging from Super 8 filmmaking to coding has mediated literacy 
learning.  While “teachers of writing have always had a consuming interest in the tools of 
writing” (NWP, DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010, p. vii), access for students and training 
for teachers remain obstacles in the face of rapid changes.   
Unfortunately, the digital divide, or the gap between the technological ‘haves’ and ‘have 
nots,’ has devolved into a participation gap (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 
2009).  The participation gap emphasizes the discrepancies not only in access to technology, but 
in the space and freedom to learn and develop important skillsets (Jenkins et al., 2009).  
Additionally, standardized testing continues to dictate what is emphasized in schools (Zhao, 
2009) and how it is taught (Cope et al., 2011).  Educators must draw from a wellspring of 
courage to continually meet changing demands for the sake of our students, because “digital 
literacy is no longer a luxury, and we simply cannot wait” (Hicks & Turner, 2013, p. 64).  Also, 
educators and scholars need to support each other in developing a meaningful understanding of 
exactly what makes “new media ‘new’” (Hicks & Turner, 2013, p. 64). 
New literacies induce anxiety and excitement around youth, as well.  Youth are at the 
center of technological change, but the nature of their engagement is often misunderstood (boyd, 
2008, 2014).  Studies have shown that youth gain valuable skills through the flexible mentorship 
that constitutes virtual participatory cultures (Itō et al., 2010; Jenkins et al., 2009).  The literacy 
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practices of youth have also received critical attention that highlights the rich ‘lived literacies’ in 
which they engage (Alvermann, 2002a, 2002b; Alvermann & Hagood, 2000; Morrell, Dueñas, 
Garcia, & López, 2013), as well as the importance for preparing teachers to recognize everyday 
literacies as meaningful (Petrone, 2013).  The following lens, visual rhetoric, contributes to “a 
larger mindset and the ability to continuously adapt to the new literacies required by the new 
technologies that rapidly and continuously spread” (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu., 2008, p. 
5).   
Rhetoric  
Rhetoric, simply stated, is the art of persuasion.  Rhetoric ranges in scope and definition 
from “an art and a discipline that facilitates our understanding of the nature and function of 
symbols in our lives” (Foss, Foss, & Trapp, 2014, p. 1) to standards-based definitions that ask us 
to look closely at context, effects, audiences, and purposes (Beach, Thein, & Webb, 2016).  Our 
attitudes are shaped by rhetoric (Beach et al., 2016), and of its forms, Nietzsche said “that 
nothing in the realm of language is purely ‘natural’ and unmarked by ‘rhetorical arts,’ that 
rhetoric is the ‘essence of language’” (Herrick, 2015, p. 3).  This suggests that rhetoric, far from 
remaining confined to the province of printed language or the oratory arts, as in Aristotle’s day, 
is deeply connected to all of the signs and symbols with which we communicate (i.e., available 
resources or semiotic resources).  
There was a time perhaps when we could believe that meaning making with language 
was somehow fundamentally different, or could be treated in isolation from making 
meaning with visual resources or patterns of bodily action and social interaction.  But 
today our technologies are moving us from the age of writing to an age of multimedia 
authoring. (Lemke, 2002, p. 312) 
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Mulitmodality, or composition with multiple modes and media, is a marked 
transformation from the sentence as the exclusive unit worthy of analysis in rhetorical arts 
(Flewitt, Hampel, Hauch, & Lancaster, 2009).  Our ‘texts’ have also expanded rhetoric and 
composition to include the social context of texts and artifacts (Flewitt et al., 2009).  But shifts 
do not necessarily herald irrevocable change; as Miles Myers stated in 1996, “New literacy 
practices are always added to a culture’s range, old literacy practices rarely or never 
disappearing” (As quoted in George, Pope, & Reid, 2015, p. 119).  Writing persists in our 
schools and in our work, and remains one of the dominant modes of recording and 
communicating information (Brandt, 2015).  A disciplinary shift in ELA to include visual 
rhetoric and multimodality does not seek to overthrow alphabetic communication, but it does 
challenge the notion of exclusivity (Kress, 2010; NLG, 1999; Selfe & Selfe, 2008).  
Visual Rhetoric  
Visual rhetoric is a way of looking (Handa, 2004; Mirzoeff, 2009; Sturken & Cartwright, 
2009) seeing, and producing with media (Olson, Finnegan, & Hope, 2008).  Looking is mediated 
by social and cultural signs and “students need to learn to appreciate the power of images for 
defining and for reinforcing our cultural values and to understand the ways in which images help 
us define our individual roles within society” (Hill, 2004, p. 116).  Looking at images, then, is an 
agentive activity in which people continually negotiate meanings.  Active seeing and negotiation 
also implies that literacy is integral to identity.   
Visually literate people can both read and write images.  Rhetoric focuses on an 
important aspect of the design of multimodal texts.  In our everyday use of digital modes, 
students are thinking about audience, purpose and context.  When visual rhetoric is cultivated in 
our classrooms, we are equipping students with critical thinking skills.    
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Over a decade ago, Handa (2004) referred to visual rhetoric as an emergent field, and 
similar to scholars in multimodality, Handa cited interdisciplinary influences like those shared 
between visual culture, cultural studies, media studies, and composition.  The visual is arguably 
the predominant way we experience and make meaning, especially in a digital age (Rowsell & 
Kendrick, 2013).  Still, the contribution of the visual is often taken for granted by educators 
(Rowsell & Kendrick, 2013).  Visual images are not seen as complex texts that we must learn to 
read and write (Rowsell & Kendrick, 2013).  Rowsell and Kendrick (2013) call this “hidden 
literacies,” which emphasizes the invisible literacies of multimodality typically overlooked in 
schools (p. 588).  The print-privileged stance is changing.  
The “tension between words and images” (Handa, 2004, p. 10) in multimodality is 
complex.  Language and images are often considered inextricably connected (Mitchell, 1986; 
Rose, 2016).  Linguistics and other disciplines have long recognized various modes of meaning 
making in everything from gesture (Gee, 2014) to the arrangement of public spaces (Scollon & 
Scollon, 2003).  Still, education is often slow to change (Britton, 1989; Jenkins et al., 2009).  
In a move toward a more inclusive model than that of monomodal communication, higher 
education shows promise.  The example in Chapter I of a first year composition program moving 
from the English department to the Design department is just one indication of a shift (Purdy, 
2014).  In another example, a design program saw an opportunity to connect with rhetoric, “a 
discipline that stands ‘at the crossroads’” (Engbers, 2013, p. 154).  Rhetoric can build a bridge 
between composition and disciplinary meaning making, in this case design.  First year 
composition programs are increasingly interdisciplinary and multimodal (Nagelhout & Tillery, 
2014).  These are just a few examples of fundamental changes in traditional rhetoric.  
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Comparable to theories of language-in-use, changes occur every day, yet shifts are often not 
visible without the long view (Halliday, 1978).   
Big “D” Design 
 Drawing on the concept of Design, multiliteracies positions communication as an active 
meaning-making process drawing from a variety of available cultural resources (NLG, 1996, 
2000).  In multiliteracies, there are three aspects to Design: available designs, designing, and the 
redesigned.  Available designs refer to the resources for meaning making (NLG, 2000).  This 
aspect of Design emphasizes that we use signs as resources from all aspects of our lifeworlds to 
construct and make meaning.  These resources are a part of discourses, or interrelated social 
interactions dependent on culture and contexts.  The use of available resources is discussed 
widely not only in current multiliteracies, but also in multimodal discourse analysis approaches 
(Jewitt, 2009; Jewitt, Bezemer, & O’Halloran, 2016; Kress, 2010).   
Visual Culture  
If only one concept were emphasized in visual culture, perhaps it would be that “all 
media are mixed media” (Mitchell, 2002, p. 174).  This is the key to understanding the function 
of the visual in written text.  If images, after semiotics, can be viewed as functioning as a 
language in culture, then visual and literary modes of representation can be transversed in ways 
that are useful for an interdisciplinary study (Sabatier, 2016).  
“Showing seeing” is one of the central aims of teaching visual culture (Mitchell, 2002, p. 
176).  Teachers’ approaches that currently approximate visual cultures tend to focus more on 
visual literacies (Seglem & Witte, 2009).  In many cases, what is construed as visualization 
stems from reading and writing; therefore it might be useful to distinguish between visual 
literacy and visual culture.  Comprehending the visual, or visual literacy, places an emphasis on 
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teaching reading and production of multimodal texts and is supported by three perspectives: (a) 
art theory and criticism; (b) grammar of visual design; and (c) media literacies (Serafini, 2011).  
Visual culture pedagogy benefits from these approaches, but also focuses heavily on the social, 
cultural, and historical aspects of visuality.   
Practices of looking are tied to ideologies, which are the mundane, everyday way of 
engaging in the world - often unconsciously (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009).  Values and beliefs 
can vary within individuals depending on particular contexts or social networks (Gee, 1990; 
Sturken & Cartwright, 2009).  Therefore, seeing can be construed as political, often reinforcing 
the perception of the ‘right,’ and therefore has other implications for living in the world 
(Mirzoeff, 2013).  As a framework of ‘everything that is seen’ (Sabatier, 2016), visual culture 
relies on cultural contexts.  Popular culture was an engaging way to talk with students about 
values and beliefs communicated in visual imagery.  Drawing on Barthes’ (1957) claim that 
“myth is language” (p. xi), students explored advertisements in lively conversations about 
mythologies.  Images in advertisements that played on ideas of masculinity, Western culture, and 
what it means to be an American, were among some of the resources we used to engage students 
in conversations about visual rhetoric and visual culture.  
Reflecting on the journey of multimodality, van Leeuwen (2015) asserted that we now 
know enough about multimodality to focus on finding new ways of talking about languages, to 
move from global practices to more local practices (see also Gee, 1999, 2014), and to “turn our 
attention to the specific visual literacies of school subjects … [and] seek to ensure that these 
form a part of teacher education at a high level” (pp. 587-588).  This is a crucial connection to 
language arts and the work of English teaching.  Van Leeuwen’s (2015) assertion also reinforces 
the importance of visuality in multimodality.  Lastly, he makes an important connection to the 
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lingering gap in the literature: “Having introduced multimodality into the school curriculum, we 
should now develop assessment criteria that will help students as well as educators to understand 
what level of multimodal literacy has been achieved” (van Leeuwen, 2015, p. 588).  The 
discipline of ELA already has rhetorical tools and languages useful in developing assessments 
that can be combined in some ways with visual rhetoric.   
Visual rhetoric acknowledges the predominance of the visual in various modes, in 
addition to discourses that are active and productive in meaning making (Handa, 2004).  Visual 
rhetoric has proven to be an effective approach to analyzing how design influences meaning 
(Rose, 2016).  Visual rhetoric can also be used to analyze function of images or modes (e.g., 
audio, visual, spacial, gestural, and multimodal) within the context of purpose, audience, and 
affect.  Together with visual culture, visual rhetoric provides a lens or framework for looking at 
the case study in this dissertation. the elements are drawn from the larger umbrella that is visual 
rhetoric.  
Theoretical Framework Summary 
The elements of a visual rhetoric framework presented in this dissertation acknowledges 
that in contemporary culture, we communicate primarily through images.  Images function with 
other modes to make meaningful wholes.  Visual culture contributes an understanding that many 
of the images and resources used in meaning-making are already imbued with culturally 
significant meanings.  Conventions in visual rhetoric contribute to an understanding of the 
intersections of discourse communities, visual culture, and the grammars of signs and symbols 
used to communicate meaning (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Together, this lens emphasizes the 
agency of the digital composer in this case study. 
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Conclusion 
 The studies and theories presented in this literature review reveal “hidden literacies” in 
everyday communication, teaching and learning (Rowsell & Kendrick, 2013, p. 588).  This 
necessitates reimagining assessment practices (Hicks, 2015; Neal, 2011) in a continuous effort to 
align literacies practices and instruction.  The DMC process is iterative and utilizes resources 
drawn from multiple discourse communities.  A focus on process writing, or overt instruction in 
process, is effective practice.  Revision makes composer’s choices visible, as does reflection.  
Reflection can also be a productive genre in its own right (Yancey, 2016), useful for both 
students and teachers.  Awareness of explicit choices supports internalization, creating fertile 
ground for spontaneous connections and creativity to manifest in our generative communication 
practices (Vygotsky, 1966; Dewey, 1934).  The social, cooperative, and iterative process is 
multidimensional and connects to author’s rhetorical purposes and proceses.  Relevant DMC 
engages identities and reflects composing practices across disciplines (Rowsell, 2013).  Above 
all, experimentation, play, and reflective practices that engage with tough questions in DMC is 
essential for teachers and students.   
Connections to this Study 
The DSP asked students to express something about identity using everyday media and 
resources.  The audience was complex and consisted of peers (communicating something to 
peers about identity is typically the purpose behind social use of media) and educators (teacher 
and administrators).  The purpose was also complicated because it was tied to both self-
expression and school assignments.  The process illuminated what resources students used and 
how they composed DMCs.  The negotiation between discourses, such as between social and 
academic, made the composing process and leveraging of resources especially visible.  So, 
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resources and process as examined in the literature can also inform how educators develop 
instruction and assessment.  This aspect is also crucial in formative experiment- interventions are 
goal oriented and research-based.  The assessment was experimental and agentive.  Mrs. Kelly’s 
students developed “umbrella criteria” (Mrs. Kelly, field notes, June 1, 2017), but explored the 
conventions of their genre in the context of their purpose/message.   
Research on assessment emphasizes the difficulty in striking a balance between 
assessment and instruction.  Frameworks are useful because of the broad criteria and parameters.  
Rubrics create more specific guidelines and make instruction easier for teachers, but limit agency 
of learners if not carefully constructed.  Constructing assessments is difficult when we still don’t 
know the DMC like we do the writing process.  Lastly, reflection is important in cultivating 
student awareness of their own processes.  Ball et al. (2013) argue that artifacts should, in theory, 
stand alone; however, in secondary ELA, we are developing DMC writers. 
  
 
 53 
Chapter III: Methodology 
“That’s what I feel like is interesting about this project. So, for so long, and we still feel 
this, this tension is still there, the classroom does not reflect what the real world 
experience is and our kids tell us that all the time, right? And this is kind of hard as a 
teacher, because it means that I don’t know the answers and I don’t know what this looks 
like.  But, for me, I felt like this is maybe one of the entry points of bringing those two 
worlds into a greater companionship.” 
-Mrs. Kelly, excerpt from interview June 12, 2016 
In the quote above, Mrs. Kelly shows her understanding that learning is part of students’ 
lived experience.  While she refers to disconnect between in and out of school, “greater 
companionship” refers to an acknowledgement that there is no real dichotomy.  Perhaps what 
Mrs. Kelly was trying to express about the tensions in her classroom is a relentless search for 
relevance, or a sense of connection.  The digital multimodal composition (DMC) intervention 
exemplified this fruitful tension.  In recent correspondence, Mrs. Kelly said, “I also noticed a 
tension between making this project fun, open, and relevant while also making it academically 
‘rigorous’” (correspondence, June 24, 2017).  Literacy and language are always in flux and a 
concern for relevance is recognizing that “teaching should be organized in such a way that 
reading and writing are necessary for something” (Vygotsky, 1978, P. 117).  
This chapter details the methods used in exploring DMC and the formative experiment 
project as a whole.  It begins with an overview of formative experiment methodology (Reinking 
& Bradley, 2008) to provide context for the case study methods (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Stake, 
1995) in this dissertation.  After reviewing methodology, I describe: (a) the intervention from the 
formative experiment, (b) the case methods, (c) the context of the study, (d) the role of the 
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researcher, (e) the case participants, (f) the narrative of research process, (g) data collection and 
analysis, and (h) trustworthiness and limitations. 
Formative Methodology 
Formative experiment is an approach to research fundamentally concerned with 
“workable instruction and relevant theory in the real world” (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p. 8).  
Although an intervention is central, unlike traditional controlled experiments, iteration and 
authentic contexts are privileged.  Interventions are designed with practitioners and refined 
through use in classrooms.  The difference between this approach and standard classroom 
practice and experimental research is not just to see if an intervention works, but also to 
“develop deeper pedagogical insights” that reflect the complexities of classrooms (Colwell & 
Reinking, 2016, p. 4).  Furthermore, formative and design researchers must work to ensure 
rigor to accentuate research methods and support conclusions for scholarly contribution.  
Formative and design experiments draw on multiple approaches; however, the study for this 
dissertation aligns with the defining characteristics of formative experiment outlined by 
Reinking and Bradley (2008): theoretical support, goal-oriented, intervention-centered, 
iterative and adaptive, transformative, and methodologically flexible (see Table 1). 
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Table 1  
 
Alignment of ongoing study with the defining characteristics of formative experiment. 
Defining characteristics Explanation Ongoing study alignment 
Theoretical Theory supports the design of the 
intervention and analysis.  Multiple 
theories are often necessary because of the 
multilayered data. 
· Visual culture 
· Sociocultural theory 
· Multimodal discourse analysis (SF-MDA) 
(Jewitt, Bezemer, & O’Halloran, 2016). 
Goal-oriented  The educational goals drive the collection 
of data.  The educational goal is identified 
and guides the design of the intervention.  
Goal aimed at improving practice; 
pragmatic. 
Intervention design of multimodal project 
aligned with ELA objectives; assessment of 
learning for diverse modes; lessons support 
objectives, standards, and the final multimodal 
project. 
Intervention 
centered/Time frame 
 Several months of data collection a rule of 
thumb for a rigorous study.  Time frame 
depends on the intervention and analysis of 
data.  Study centered on intervention. 
Intervention implemented in four different 
classroom contexts and with two different 
teachers; Multimodal composition 
5-8 weeks each intervention and up to 1 year 
curricular connections; 1-2 years data 
collection and retrospective analysis (Cobb, 
2000) need to come up with basic tenets. 
Adaptive/iterative Adaptations to intervention occur over 
several phases of implementation 
Four phases of implementation; ongoing 
analysis and study design. 
Transformative The iteration creates change in teaching 
and learning culture. Includes 
unanticipated effects due to the complex 
nature of educational contexts.  
Transformations may be considered at 
different levels. 
Students bring resources connected to both in 
and out of school literacies to tasks; Students 
focus more on technology or self-presentation 
than academic goals; interventions will be 
modified with visual rhetoric to help students 
focus on academic objectives and 
metacognitive composing processes; 
Students need iterative feedback to design self-
assessments. 
Methodologically 
Inclusive & Flexible 
Formative and design experiments are not 
driven by particular methods for collecting 
and analyzing data: “Any approach to data 
collection and analysis may be appropriate 
to formative and design experiments if a 
researcher can justify how it furthers 
understanding about the effects of the 
intervention and how it might be 
implemented” (p. 21). 
Diverse methods: 
Qualitative field notes, interviews, observation, 
think aloud protocols, teacher artifacts (e.g., 
planning documents, reflections, calendars, 
etc.), and student artifacts (e.g., assignments, 
assessments, final projects). 
Analysis: Retrospective, fine-grained analysis 
typical of formative and design studies (Cobb, 
2000) includes artifacts and data.  Student 
projects draw on visual rhetoric. 
Note. Defining characteristics are quoted from Reinking & Bradley, 2008, pp. 17-22. 
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Formative and design experiments are growing in number.  Recent examples of studies 
by established researchers include literacy (Colwell & Reinking, 2016), digital literacy 
(Colwell, Hunt-Barron, & Reinking, 2013), critical literacy and digital media (Dunkerly-Bean, 
Bean, & Alnajjar, 2014), implementing school-wide goals (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2009), and a 
district-wide formative study related to student achievement (Frey & Fisher, 2013).  As the 
body of formative and design experiment grows, standards for rigorous methodology will 
become more defined.  Together with other research on multimodality, this emergent 
methodology will contribute to sound connections between theory and practice.   
Intervention 
Formative and design experiments are typically oriented toward a desired educational 
outcome (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  Interventions, or a set of instructional activities, are 
central to meeting the pedagogical goal (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  The three goals of the 
intervention in the larger study encompassed the design and implementation of: (a) digital 
multimodal projects that allow for student choice; (b) assessments for diverse modes that align 
with learning objectives; and (c) lessons to support standards, objectives, and projects.  
Conclusions about the efficacy of interventions are trustworthy when triangulated across 
different contexts or with several iterations (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  Triangulation on a 
larger scale occurs in the larger formative experiment.  This particular case does not examine 
whether the intervention was effective; however, results from the case will inform future 
iterations of the intervention in Phase 4 of the research.  Examples of learning experiences 
aligned with the goals of the intervention are presented in Table 2.  Multiple case study and 
artifact analysis of student artifacts contribute to a better understanding of the composing process 
to inform intervention. 
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Table 2  
Intervention Goals and Examples of Intervention Lessons and Assessments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Intervention goal Examples of lessons & assessments 
Digital multimodal 
projects that allow for 
student choice 
Digital Self-Portrait Project (see Figure 3 and 
Appendix E) 
Individual 
Genre Study of social media (e.g., Fleischer & 
Andrew-Vaughn, 2009; Hicks, 2013) 
Collaborative (groups based 
on genre) 
Digital Writers Workshop (Hicks, 2009) Collaborative 
Analysis of personal social media/other media 
use 
Collaborative (online) 
Assessments for 
diverse modes that 
align with learning 
objectives 
Student Contracts  Individual/collaborative 
(process) 
Self-assessment Individual 
Reflection Individual 
Post DSP project: Fishbowl reflection & 
discussion 
Collaborative 
Lessons to support 
standards, objectives, 
and projects 
Language and rhetoric lessons with print-based 
and multimodal texts 
Individual 
Twitter poems Individual 
TED Talk & discussion Collaborative 
Genre study of social media Collaborative 
Young adult literature lit circles Individual/collaborative 
Related texts, fiction and nonfiction Collaborative 
Visual rhetoric and visual culture lesson using 
popular culture texts (Barthes, 1964; Sturken & 
Cartwright, 2009) 
Collaborative & online 
(Edmodo) 
Tabletop blog activity on technology perspectives Collaborative 
Voice & writing style: Analyzing posts, texts, etc.  Individual/collaborative 
 Tone vocabulary lesson & political cartoon 
analysis 
Individual/collaborative 
Voice: “Song of Myself,” Whitman with collage 
activity 
Individual/collaborative 
Post DSP project: rhetorical analysis with diction, 
syntax, and tone 
Individual 
Post DSP project: Reflective lit circles (YAL 
related to project themes) 
Collaborative 
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The intervention in Mrs. Kelly’s classroom for Phase 2 in the fall semester of 2016 was 
centered on the DSP project (see Appendix E).  The project invited students to explore the digital 
genres they interact with every day in order to communicate something essential about 
themselves.  Inspired by Walt Whitman’s poem, Song of Myself, the DSP explored the concept of 
identity in social contexts.  A portion of the assignment as it was presented to the students 
appears in Figure 3.  The intervention included lessons, learning experiences, and assessments 
tied to the DSP project.  
As a culminating project, you will compose a written self-portrait and portray it through a 
form of digital media. Your self-portrait will communicate your sense of self in relation 
to the world. It may encompass the people and places you love, express your excitement 
about technology, reflect your doubts and fears about the future, share your feelings 
about a digital self vs. an offline self, etc.  
 
The guidelines for your Digital Self Portrait have been left purposefully vague in order to 
give you freedom to create something that best represents your vision.  
 
To prepare for your Digital Self Portrait, you will: 
• Explore a genre of digital media by reading and collecting samples to identify 
what makes an exemplary piece 
• Within the genre samples, analyze the “writer’s” craft, structure, audience, and 
unique strategies in order to write effectively within that medium 
• Workshop a piece of writing (this can be something we’ve done in class or 
something you’ve written on your own) that communicates your sense of self 
 
Digital media forms might include:  
• A YouTube video with images, songs, voiceovers, etc. 
• A series of Twitter installments 
• Non-fiction blog posts with related art, quotes, and analysis 
• An Instagram series 
• A podcast with audio and sound bites 
• A comic/graphic story 
• Digital advertisement series 
• Snapchat story 
• Videogame 
• Other 
Figure 3. Excerpt from 'A Digital Self Portrait: Pre-AP First Quarter Project.' 
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Case Study Methods 
In order to examine the “local particulars” of DMC in Mrs. Kelly’s classroom (Dyson & 
Genishi, 2005, p. 3), a case study methodology was employed.  The intervention began in August 
of 2016 and extended through October of the same year, creating a bounded system for the case 
study (Creswell, 2007).  Changes are part of classroom practice, and in case study, flexibility is 
part of the design (Stake, 1995).  Flexibility is one of the most important attributes in formative 
experiment, as well (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  
Visual rhetoric frames the examination of the case (e.g., Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; 
Handa, 2004; Olson, Finnegan, & Hope, 2008).  The centerpiece, Aubrey’s digital comic, 
Offline, was selected from among 12 DSP projects in Phase 2 of the larger study as useful to the 
case for examining visual rhetoric.  Aubrey’s comic was a unified story, thoughtfully composed 
in order to “convey a message” about her perspective to her peers (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 
2017).  Aubrey did not have a phone and was not allowed to participate in social media. She did 
not elaborate or offer an explanation as to why. The DSP positioned her in a unique way among 
her peers.  She was not someone who used social media and was “the only one in most of [her] 
classes without a phone” (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).  In case study research, the cases 
do not have to be typical (Stake, 1995).  In fact, unique cases fit the criteria for case selection in 
that they are purposefully selected for being “most promising or useful” (Creswell, 2007, p. 74).  
Offline was chosen because it was a unique representation of the DSP, aligned with the 
objectives of the study, and was particularly useful for exploring visual rhetoric. 
Case study research includes multiple sources of data in order to address complexities 
inherent in relationships between people and activities (Yazan, 2015).  The description of Offline 
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is supported by data such as a screen casted, post-project reflection by Aubrey; interviews with 
Mrs. Kelly; other classroom artifacts including peer reflections, course documents including 
assignments, syllabi, and lesson agendas; as well as observations and field notes (See Figure 4 
for research questions and data triangulation).  In Chapter IV, the various sources of data add 
depth and texture to Aubrey’s project.  Multiple sources of data contribute to understanding the 
“complex social happenings” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 9) at play in the digital comic. 
 
Figure 4. Research questions and data triangulation. 
Context 
Crestview High School ([CHS], all names are pseudonyms) is a high-achieving high 
school (as designated by the district, as well as national measures such as awards or distinctions) 
in a large, southwestern school district (http://www.nevadareportcard.com, 2016).  The student 
ethnic distribution district-wide in 2015-2016 was Hispanic/Latino, 45.7%; Caucasian, 26.2%; 
Black/African American, 13.3%; Asian, 6.4%; and Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and Native 
• Screen cast interview 
• Teacher interviews (dates) 
• DSP artifact: Offline 
• Memos and researcher notes 
What is a multimodal composing process like for students? 
• Screencast interview 
• Teacher ingerview 
• Literature circle discussion notes (students) 
• Fishbowl relfection questions: Quarter 1 
• DSP artifact: Offline 
• Memos and researcher notes 
What resources do students bring to the multimodal composing process? 
• DSP artifact: Offline 
• Course syllabus 
• Agendas, calendar, lesson plans 
• Lesson materials (e.g., assignment handouts, etc.) 
• Memos and researcher notes 
What academic and everyday literacies do students use in the process? 
• DSP artifact: Offline 
• Screencast interview 
• Peer reflections on project 
• Teacher interview 
• Memos and reseearcher notes 
What does learning look like in multimodal composition? 
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American, 2% combined.  As of June 30, 2015, 60.32% of students qualified for Free and 
Reduced Lunch (FRL) within the district (Fast Facts, 2016) while only 8% of students qualified 
for FRL at Crestview.  Crestview is located in a higher socio-economic zone in the district.  The 
school has a diverse student makeup near 50%-60% white with Hispanic as second largest, 
around 16-25% of students.  Forty percent of Crestview’s students are non-white (U.S. News, 
2017).  
Crestview High School boasts a 4 star rating (5 star is the highest) as measured by the 
state performance measurement system and claims that their graduation rate “continues to be one 
of the highest” in the district (school website; see also http://nevadareportcard.com, 2017).  In 
the U.S. News Scorecard (2017), Crestview was ranked #11 in the state out of 140.  The goal of 
increasing AP enrollment was second only to increasing the graduation rate in the school district.  
These goals are aligned with the district wide goals.  In 2014-2015 school year AP programs, 
557 students took 971 AP Exams with 81.9% scoring 3 or above.  AP courses are also a source 
of college credit may be awarded for exam scores of 3 or above.  During the first meeting with 
the Assistant Principal of CHS regarding the design experiment, the Assistant Principal’s 
greatest concern was maintaining rigor during the last few weeks of the year in order to prepare 
the 10th grade pre-AP students for AP Language and Composition the following school year.   
In spite of CHS’s affluence, technology is not always accessible to the school and the 
students.  The school’s campus has several computer labs and numerous computers in the 
spacious library.  Wi-Fi was not available to students until just this past school year, 2016-2017. 
This is due to the district’s filters that prevented students in Mrs. Kelly’s classes from accessing 
social media, which was essential for most students’ DSP projects.  Therefore, most composing 
for the DSP had to be done outside of school.  Furthermore, any use of technology in the 
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classroom meant students had to bring their own devices (BYOD), especially phones.  In this 
particular case, Aubrey was excluded and frustrated.  In her interview, she recalls Mrs. Kelly’s 
announcement: “…this year was like, ‘Guys, we’re gonna be using our phones a lot!’ I’m like, 
‘Oh, great!’” (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).  As Crestview demonstrates, an assumption 
that affluent schools have ample access to technology is not always the case. 
Classroom Context 
Mrs. Kelly’s classroom is located in a portable classroom literally at the outer edges of 
the school.  CHS is a school bursting at the seams with activity; currently there are 3200+ 
students attending Crestview.  Additionally, Mrs. Kelly’s classes are big, typically around forty 
students.  The portable is in the second of two rows of portables, six in total.  It faces the 
opposite row of portables and has two doors with metal stairs leading up from what used to be 
the employee parking lot.  The beige buildings are boxy and unassuming.  Inside, the glaring 
fluorescent lights are turned off and standing lamps positioned around the room cast a warm, 
inviting glow in contrast to the glare of the florescent lighting.  The walls are covered in student 
work and art prints, as well as eclectic pieces.  Artwork, gifted to Mrs. Kelly from students past 
and present, also adorns the walls.  Screen prints of Gatsby leaning on a bright yellow car, hand-
drawn portraits, collages, and other original pieces with literary themes nestle between 
classwork.  There are shelves partitioning different spaces to the left.  One space, with young 
adult and classical literature stacked on bookshelves framing a colorful, rag-weave rug, is for 
reading and the other for classroom supplies.  There is a SMART board at the front and a 
projector perched on a metal cart in the middle of the room.  The whiteboards at the front are 
scrawled in blue and black marker with English-related content.  Tables are grouped and seat 5-6 
students.  Mrs. Kelly had recently returned to the classroom from a district-level position. When 
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she was re-hired at Crestview the year prior, among several conditions the administrators agreed 
upon as a requisite for her employment were tables, not desks, and unfiltered Internet on the 
teacher-computer.  The visual aspect of the room reflects Mrs. Kelly, who is young and stylish.   
 Pre-AP is a one-year course guided by the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in 
reading, writing, speaking and listening, and language.  Students who pass this class, and with 
teacher recommendation, will move into AP Language and Composition the following year (11th 
grade).  The existing curriculum was planned by the grade-level planning team and was 
“structured chronologically based on the genres and movements of American literature,” 
according to the course syllabus.  Mrs. Kelly had to diverge from the grade-level plans in order 
to experiment with ways to incorporate DMC for this particular intervention, all while meeting 
the CCSS and school district course requirements.  After the first iteration was implemented in 
Mrs. Kelly’s class in the last quarter of 2015-2016 school year, the grade level team saw the 
benefit of the project and implemented the DSP project into their courses the following year. 
Role as Researcher 
 My primary role as researcher was participant observer (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  
Initially, the study centered on Mrs. Kelly and her processes.  In keeping with formative 
experiment, we worked together to design the intervention.  Mrs. Kelly revised and refined the 
lessons, contracts, reflections, and other aspects of the intervention and was primarily 
responsible for presenting instruction.  She and the students co-constructed the broad criteria of 
the DSP contract, or the primary assessment piece.  The contract encouraged students to develop 
specific points under the following areas: writing, creativity, and effort.  Students could choose 
any medium and genre, so the contract terms functioned as a framework or guideline.  Specific 
terms had to reflect the genre and purpose of each individual project.  Students participated in 
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genre studies to assist in determining more specific criteria.  See Appendix B for the DSP 
contract.  Figure 5 provides an excerpt of the student contract from the intervention. 
 
Figure 5. Digital Self-Portrait contract excerpt. 
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Because I had not consented the students from Phases 1 and 2, I was unable to take field 
notes on their participation or processes during classroom observations.  In October 2016, after 
the first two iterations, Mrs. Kelly and I identified a need for more overt instruction in visual 
rhetoric.  I taught one lesson to several classes on visual rhetoric and visual culture in November. 
Later, I would participate in presenting a follow-up lesson in culture jams with Mrs. Kelly in 
May of 2017.  Culture jamming is the subversion of cultural messages, typically advertisements.  
Even though this was not part of the original intervention, it was a continuation of it.  By this 
time, students had been consented and I collected field notes of the classroom culture. 
 Over the course of the first iteration and second iterations in Spring 2016 and Fall 2016, 
Mrs. Kelly and I met several times before, during, and after the intervention to discuss 
approaches to instruction, project design, and to ‘look closely’ at student work (Hicks, 2015).  
Discussions around student artifacts informed revisions to the intervention.  Our process of 
looking closely began with observations about each piece of student work, noting what worked 
or what questions arose from our explorations (Hicks, 2015).  For example, Mrs. Kelly and I 
discussed Javier’s Instagram DSP (See Figure 6).   
Mrs. Kelly: This one I thought was really good.  [Begins reading the text from Javier’s 
Instagram post] “When I first started to do this project, I originally wanted to focus on 
my life now.  But as I took snapchat after snapchat of just moments, I realized that I 
really wanted to look more into the big picture of myself…” (Continues reading). 
Researcher: That’s amazing that he took this picture and described it for us later.  So, he 
took this picture of himself from seven years ago.  That is really interesting that he went 
all the way back to the beginning. (interview, May 29, 2016) 
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Figure 6. Excerpt from Javier's Instagram DSP. 
Mrs. Kelly and I continued to discuss what Javier had done in his Instagram.  It appears that, at 
least initially, he had planned to map out, chronologically, his social media use.  However, as he 
continued through his composing process, he came to the realization that, “Although the digital 
self-portrait project was only assigned this quarter, in reality I have been doing this project ever 
since I was first introduced to social media” (Figure 6).  After describing what we saw in Javier’s 
DSP, we moved on to look at other students’ artifacts.  The process of evaluating the artifacts in 
the context of the intervention began after we looked at each project. 
Researcher: So, how do you see these fitting into the changes?  Like, would you keep the 
project the same? 
Mrs. Kelly: Yeah, I think so.  I think what we would do to lead up to the project would 
differ.  What do you think?  How does this make you think about the project? 
Researcher: I agree with what you said earlier.  I think that it would also be interesting, 
especially [for] those [students] who just kind of picked up on the way they used the 
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language, their audience, and after having talked about this as a form of communication 
and choices and style … (interview, May 29, 2016) 
The discussions and exploration of student artifacts enabled Mrs. Kelly and me to pick up on 
aspects of the project in the context of our expectations for the first iteration, as well as look 
ahead to the next. 
Formative experiment emphasizes the ‘real’ experiences in the classroom rather than 
carefully controlled experiments (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  Therefore, Mrs. Kelly made all 
instructional decisions.  However, our discussions shaped the goals of the intervention and 
therefore her day-to-day instructional decisions.  It is important to note that calculated risks are 
aligned with the philosophy of formative experiments (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  In 
classrooms, “research should be conceived in the spirit of ongoing deliberation, negotiation, and 
decision making by all interested parties” (Reinking & Bradley, 2008, p. 31).  In other words, 
formative experiment differs from other experimental research precisely because it welcomes the 
unexpected in connection to the intervention. 
 Ultimately, we construct meaning, it is not there for us to discover (Stake, 1995).  My 
role as a researcher is akin to that of a ‘gatherer’ in case study and collaborator in formative 
experiment.  Yet, “of all the roles, the role of interpreter, or gatherer of interpretations, is central” 
(Stake, 1995, p. 99).  Thus, to reiterate, the case study presented in this dissertation is but a small 
part of a larger study.  The formative experiment design elements described and outlined in this 
chapter are included because they are an important aspect of the context of this part of the study 
and the larger scope of the work.  See Table 1 for the defining characteristics by Reinking & 
Bradley (2008) with ongoing and proposed study alignment for more details. 
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Case Participants  
Mrs. Kelly approached me for support in designing and implementing DMC.  The student 
in this case, Aubrey, was recruited as one of 12 students whose projects were selected for review 
by Mrs. Kelly.   
Mrs. Kelly. Mrs. Kelly has been in education for 10 years and a classroom teacher for 
eight.  She and I have worked together in several capacities, including district-level and 
university adjunct professor roles.  She earned her bachelor’s degree in English Education in 
Oklahoma and a Masters in Literature at a local state university.  She explained that she earned 
her masters degree “a few years into teaching,” even though she knows “a lot of people who get 
their Masters and then start teaching” (Mrs. Kelly, interview, June 12, 2017).  She also has 
family in education; her grandfather was a teacher, as well as an aunt.  She thought she would be 
good at teaching because she enjoyed school and was active in teaching roles through her 
church’s youth groups. 
Aubrey. During the time of the study, Aubrey was a 10th grade student at CHS and in 
Mrs. Kelly’s 5th period class.  She is quiet and polite, but not afraid to speak her mind.  Several 
years ago, her family moved from New York City to this large, urban city located in the 
southwest United States.  She said they have a lot of family here.  Though she did not give me 
her age, she did mention that her family is Italian-American.  Aubrey is a twin and her sister 
accompanied her to the interview.  Both girls self-identify as artists and claim that their mother 
doesn’t know how that happened.  Aubrey has at least one younger sister, who often served as a 
model for her artwork.  One of the reasons Aubrey’s experience constitutes a unique case is her 
technology use; for example, Aubrey does not have access to a cellular phone and was/is not 
allowed to use social media.  The DSP required a digital delivery and most students used social 
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media platforms to develop and present their projects.  However, Aubrey does have a laptop, 
iPad, iPod, and is an avid gamer. 
Narrative of Research Process 
“There is no particular moment when data gathering begins. It begins before the 
commitment to do the study” (Stake, 1995, p. 49). 
On a warm spring day in March 2016, Mrs. Kelly and I were hiking on a trail just at the 
edge of a subdivision near our part of town.  The terrain was desert and sage-studded hills.  As 
we picked our way along the narrow dirt footpath, we discussed technology, teaching, youth, and 
identity.  Mrs. Kelly and I had worked together for many years, first as English teachers at CHS, 
then at the district-level as Project Facilitators, and finally as adjunct professors at a local 
university.  Mrs. Kelly was back in the classroom and in her eighth year of teaching high school 
English while I was working on my doctorate in literacy education.  She had called to see if we 
could talk about ways she could incorporate DMC into her curriculum.  Because the focus of the 
school has been fairly traditional, she wanted support in negotiating the expectations of 
stakeholders with her desire for relevance for her students.  We agreed to meet again to design an 
intervention in DMC and discuss how research might enrich her teaching.   
 After several meetings and shared Google documents, Mrs. Kelly and I arranged to meet 
with her administrator and supervisor, the Assistant Principal, Ms. Koppel.  We constructed an 
outline of the intervention for the meeting.  Ms. Koppel was intrigued, but wanted to know how 
this was going to prepare students for AP Language and Composition.  Furthermore, without 
more firm parameters, she argued, the students would “freak out.”  They need structure, she 
insisted.  After all, they were advanced kids well versed in the game of school.  If we changed 
the rules on them, they would rebel.  Additionally, she was concerned about whether or not the 
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grade-level planning team would want to take part, and if not, would they mind if Mrs. Kelly did 
something different.  It was not a firm “No”: rather, a revise and resubmit.  This stage of the 
process was absolutely necessary to gain access and permissions for the study (Stake, 1995). 
 Mrs. Kelly and I revised the intervention to give students more direction without 
inhibiting what Mrs. Kelly thought was absolutely essential: fun and choice.  We addressed 
issues around standards and developed lessons that would provide a more explicit connection to 
rhetoric and composition.   Mrs. Kelly met with her team, and though they declined to 
participate, gave her their blessing.  More details about this negotiation and blessing will be 
shared in Chapter IV; however, it is important to note that this still created tension between Mrs. 
Kelly and the other teachers.  The “pull” of stakeholders would follow her throughout both 
phases of the intervention (interview, May 29, 2016).   
Mrs. Kelly took our revised proposal to Ms. Koppel.  I procured letters of support, 
facility requests, and with university faculty support, we submitted an official research packet to 
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the study.  At this point, I designed the research with 
general qualitative methodologies.  I knew it had elements of case study, but the close 
collaboration between researcher and teacher in the design of the DMC intervention suggested an 
alternative approach.  Later, one of my dissertation co-chairs would suggest formative or design 
experiment.  By April 15, 2016, IRB approval had been granted.  We (Mrs. Kelly and I) had a 
narrow window of opportunity before the close of the school year, which explains why the 
students were not included in the original study design and IRB (however, as noted below, 
students were consented at a later date).  Student artifacts, as part of the intervention, were 
written into the IRB; however, without student consent, I could not interview or observe them.  
Initially, this seemed to work well.  The student artifacts were rich and told the story of the 
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intervention, especially pointing toward what worked and what did not. But after the second 
iteration of the intervention in Fall 2016, I realized that an important part of the study was 
missing (student voice).  Projects like Aubrey’s seemed to generate more questions than answers 
about composing processes.  An IRB modification was submitted and approved in Spring 2017, 
thus allowing students to be consented.  Another change for Phases 3 and 4 included naturalistic 
observation of students and the teacher in the classroom.  Because of the limitations, Mrs. Kelly 
implemented and modified the intervention independently most of the time.  My role became one 
of advisor or sounding board. 
 When Mrs. Kelly introduced the project to students, her supervisor, Ms. Koppel, sat in on 
a class to observe.  She was right: the kids “freaked out” (Mrs. Kelly, interview, May 29, 2016): 
Mrs. Kelly: How the kids responded to it?  They were soooo4 freaked out.  I told you that, 
right?  And Claire [Ms. Koppel] was in there the day that I presented it and I just felt 
absolutely bombarded, attacked by all the questions.  And it freaked me out, and luckily I 
had no choice but just to maintain composure and be like, “It’s going to be great!” You 
know what I mean? [laughs].  But inside, I was like, “What the fuck, like maybe I totally 
… maybe this is just crazy.”  Fortunately, thankfully, Claire was like, “THANK YOU! 
THAT WAS AWESOME!  I love the fact that kids were struggling with it.” 
Our commitment to student choice, and trust in students as learners, did not come without 
challenges.  Mrs. Kelly thought it was essential to reflect on the intervention in all of its 
messiness (interview, May 29, 2016) because that was a realistic picture of what happens in 
classrooms. 
                                                
4 Italics are emphasis in speech.  All caps signals emphatic emphasis by speaker.  This format observed throughout 
the dissertation. 
 
 72 
 Next was the assessment portion of the project, which was the foundation of the 
intervention.  Mrs. Kelly settled on a framework for student contracts.  Together with the 
students, Mrs. Kelly drafted a template that focused on writing, creativity, and effort (refer to 
Figure 3 for an excerpt of the contract).  A class discussion generated the ideas included in the 
contract, but students could frame it as they needed based on the genre or medium they chose to 
compose their DSP.  
 After Phase 1, Mrs. Kelly and I met for a follow-up interview and planning session to 
discuss changes to the intervention based on preliminary analysis of student work on June 12, 
2016.  We discussed and recorded our conversation about student work, using an approach 
drawn from a NWP protocol, ‘looking closely’ (Hicks, 2015).  This protocol asked that we 
suspend evaluative, academic judgments and look at the work from a different perspective, first.  
Then, our conversations addressed our intervention goals and revisions, as previously discussed.   
 The following school year 2016-2017, Phase 2 was implemented at the beginning of the 
year.  Mrs. Kelly wanted to focus more attention on the resources students brought with them to 
school tasks, to emphasize that students “are already writers” (interview, May 29, 2016): 
Researcher: I really like what you said about starting the year off with that.  Because you 
are drawing on the literacies, the language they already use every day. 
Mrs. Kelly: Right.  And telling them, you’re doing this already, right?  So, it’s not like 
you have to learn something totally new, it’s not like you have to learn this certain way of 
doing things.  You are already a writer; you’re already making choices, let’s just make 
you aware of why you are making those choices and HOW those choices affect the 
communication process. 
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The beginning of the year was a good time to position students as writers and make important 
connections between social and academic languages.  Furthermore, Mrs. Kelly realized that her 
emphasis was too much on “the idea of technology and instead, it needs to be more of a media 
study” (interview, May 29, 2016).  
With a focus on the everyday languages of the media students use, we revised some of 
the lesson ideas (e.g., using student projects for examples, student-led genre studies, and peer 
review processes).  After some discussion the student contract did not change, but the assessment 
process did.  Mrs. Kelly found that it was still difficult to assess students with the contracts 
alone.  She asked them for both a post-project reflection and a self-assessment: what grade they 
deserved and why (see Figure 7, DSP Student Reflection Questions). Students also drafted their 
contracts collaboratively, in small groups.  These same groups had already conducted an 
informal genre study on a shared medium.  During this time, I visited the classroom to watch 
Mrs. Kelly deliver instruction, but I did not take notes on the students, per IRB restrictions.  
Most of the account of the classroom processes was drawn from interviews, correspondence, or 
from looking at de-identified student work.   
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1. What element of your Digital Self Portrait were you particularly proud of and 
why? 
2. Knowing what you do now, what, if anything, would you do differently? Explain. 
3. If a stranger saw your Digital Self Portrait on the Internet, would they get a good 
sense of who you are?  Explain your reasoning. 
4. With which medium did you choose to communicate something about yourself? 
Do you feel that this was an adequate method for communicating your theme?  
Explain. 
5. Based on the criteria you developed for your Digital Self Portrait, what grade do 
you deserve for the project and why? (Please give specific reasons/evidence). 
 
Figure 7. Digital Self Portrait student reflection questions. 
 After Phase 2 ended in October 2016, we again met to revise the intervention and look at 
student work generated from the DSP.  Visual rhetoric emerged as a dominant framework at this 
time (e.g., Barthes, 1957, 1964; Handa, 2004; Sturken & Cartwright, 2009).  Visual rhetoric 
connected the multimodal work of students with the curricular goals of Pre-AP for AP Language 
and Composition.  We met again in late October to develop a lesson on visual rhetoric.  I taught 
and modeled the lesson for several classes in early November and Mrs. Kelly delivered it to all 
of her English classes outside of the intervention.  A focus on visual rhetoric would change the 
trajectory of the curriculum for the school year (2016-2017: Phase 3).  For example, in January, 
Mrs. Kelly’s students participated in a project in which they followed a well-known public figure 
or issue across different media platforms.  In May 2017, they created culture jams that 
challenged the corporate messaging of advertisements.   
 In April 2017, an IRB modification was submitted to both the university IRB and district 
IRB to consent students, thus allowing me to interview students who had completed the 
unit/project in Mrs. Kelly’s class.  Additionally, another teacher from Meadow High School 
 
 75 
(MHS), Ms. Taylor, was added to the larger study for Phases 3 and 4. This information is 
included in Table 3 as an overview of the procedures in the ongoing formative experiment.  
Aubrey and six other students were consented and interviewed in May and June 2017.  The 
screencast reflection of the project was guided by an interview protocol (Appendix F).  I wrote 
memos after each student interview and transcribed all interviews.  Aubrey’s reflection, 
screencast and audio-recorded interview, and her digital comic, Offline, are the primary data 
sources in this case study.   
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Table 3 
Procedures and Phases of Ongoing Formative Experiment. 
Phase Step Data 
 
Phase 1 
Spring 2016 
 
 
March 2016 Initial meeting & intervention planning with 
Mrs. Kelly 
• Interview (Teacher) 
• Student artifacts (e.g., DSP, 
lit circle notes, assessments, 
exit tickets, and other 
intervention data) 
• Teacher planning & 
intervention artifacts (e.g., 
syllabi, notes/lesson plans, 
assignment materials & 
handouts, Power Points, 
reading materials, booklists, 
etc.) 
• Memos/field notes 
• Correspondence 
March 2016 Admin meeting @ Crestview HS 
April 4, 2016 IRB submit 
April 15, 2016 IRB approval 
April 25, 2016 IRB Submit District 
May 2016 Implement intervention 
May 29, 2016 Interview & planning meeting. 
May-June 2016 Data collection 
June 12, 2016 Interview & intervention iteration planning 
 
Phase 2 
Fall 2017 
 
August-
October 2016 
Data collection • Interview (Teacher) 
• Student artifacts  
• Teacher planning artifacts 
• Memos/field notes 
• Correspondence 
August 2016 Teacher observation 
November 
2016 
Visual rhetoric presentation 
 
Phase 3 
Spring 2017 
 
January 2017 Correspondence with Mrs. Taylor • Interview (Teachers & 
students) 
• Student artifacts  
• Teacher planning artifacts 
• Observations 
• Memos/field notes 
• Correspondence 
March 3, 2017 Planning and research mtg. w/Ms. Taylor 
March 2017 Admin meeting @ Meadow HS 
April-May 
2017 
Preliminary/scouting observations 
April 17, 2017 IRB modification request 
May 11, 2017 IRB approval & submit to District IRB 
May 12, 2017 Consent Ms. Taylor and 1st period 9th Honors 
English 
May-June 2017 Daily observations 1st period Ms. Taylor 
May-June 2017 2-3 days/wk. observation Mrs. Kelly 
May-June 2017 Interviews with Mrs. Kelly’s students from 
Phase 2 
May 27, 2017 Interview with Aubrey 
June 2017 Interview & correspondence w/Mrs. Kelly 
July 2017 Member check w/Mrs. Kelly 
 
Phase 4 
Fall 2017-
Spring 2018 
 
 
August 2017 Interview & planning with Ms. Taylor • Interview (Teacher & 
students) 
• Student artifacts  
• Teacher planning artifacts 
• Observations 
• Memos/field notes 
• Correspondence 
August 2017 Consent Ms. Taylor’s students  
August 2017 Observations 1-2 x wk. 
August 2017-
May 2018 
Ongoing observation and planning with Ms. 
Taylor 
Spring 2018 DMC project with Ms. Taylor’s classes 
*Shaded area relevant to dissertation case study with Aubrey and Mrs. Kelly 
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Data Collection 
Reinking and Bradley (2008) assert that systemic approaches to data collection will help 
determine whether or not the intervention transformed aspects of the classroom.  Stake (1995) 
claims data collection begins during anticipation of the study, as the research takes root.  Case 
study also emphasizes the collection of data in multiple forms, such as documents, records, and 
physical artifacts (Creswell, 2007).  Data collection for this case included the project Aubrey 
created; other students’ reflections on her project, teacher planning materials, teacher interviews, 
and a think aloud protocol (See Appendix G).  Interviews and think aloud protocols were a 
reflective process after classroom composition.  Screen casting (i.e., recording the screen while 
students use the computer) was conducted during the composing processes occurring in the 
classroom during Phase 3 of the study for Phase 2 participants.  See Table 3 for procedures and 
phases and data collection chart.   
Teacher and Student Interviews 
The literature suggests more research is needed on how students make choices in 
multimodal composing (Neal, 2011; Smith, 2014).  While think aloud protocols have been used 
in the past to help illuminate the composing process as it happens (Emig, 1971), the next best 
thing may be to ask students how they choose modes and put them together to make meaning 
(Neal, 2011).  Other studies have employed reflection with a degree of success (Doerr-Stevens, 
2015; Neal, 2011; Smith & Dalton, 2016).  Interviews about the composing process contributed 
to thick description (Geertz, 1973) of Aubrey’s multimodal composing practices and support the 
visual rhetorical analysis. The following interview questions (Appendix G) were designed to 
address the ‘how’ of DMC, encourage reflection about the process, and inform revisions to the 
intervention.  
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1. Tell me about your project. 
a. What medium/modes did you choose and why? 
b. What topic did you choose and why? 
2. Walk me through your process.  Tell me what you did and how you made choices.   
a. If you could change anything about your project now, what would it be and 
why? 
b. What did you like about the project?  What were the challenges? 
3. How would you describe the academic purpose of the assignment? 
4. In what ways, if any, did the lessons help you compose? 
5. In what ways, if any, did the genre study help you compose 
6. How did approaches in the class help you, if any, connect your in- and out-of –school 
use of tech/media composing? 
7. How did any of the approaches in class, if any, enhance your creativity and 
imagination? 
In case study, “the interview is the main road to multiple realities” (Stake, 1995, p. 65).  
Mrs. Kelly’s interviews add depth to the exploration of Aubrey’s composing choices and a more 
textured understanding of how visual rhetoric might contribute to iterations of the intervention 
based on the results of this case.  Teacher interview questions were designed to address the 
design of the intervention.  However, the discussions around student work and serendipitous 
follow-up discussions provided more data to triangulate with Aubrey’s interview. 
Student Artifacts 
Offline, Aubrey’s digital comic, is the primary artifact in this case.  Most of the student 
data in the form of class assignments was de-identified per the initial IRB.  An addendum was 
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written and submitted in order to interview students whose DSP projects were selected for case 
study.  DSP projects were selected by the teacher and de-identified.  After IRB approval for 
student participants, Mrs. Kelly distributed letters and consent forms to the students whose DSP 
were already part of anonymous (to researcher) data sources.  The students were asked to use the 
contact information on the letter to return consent forms in order to avoid conflicts.  In other 
words, we did not want the students to feel obligated to return consent forms to please their 
teacher.  If they chose not to participate in the study, they would remain anonymous to the 
researcher.  
Artifacts included in this case study consist of peer-reflections on Aubrey’s DSP 
presentation of Offline, sample student contracts (anonymous data), and written reflections 
(anonymous).  Other data included literature circle notes from Aubrey and anonymous peers, exit 
tickets from lessons on technology use, and discussion reflection related to the intervention. 
Teacher Artifacts  
Multiple sources of data were collected in the case study.  All of the assignment materials 
designed by Mrs. Kelly related to the intervention, ranging from reading material, such as 
excerpts from the book Girls and Sex (Orenstein, 2016) and Power Points (e.g., presentation 
slides for lessons, daily agendas, etc.).  The data also included materials related to the YAL 
novels the students read as part of outside reading, as well as any lesson materials that may have 
potentially influenced students’ choices or use of resources to compose DMCs.  Handwritten 
notes, calendars, and other artifacts used in planning contribute to context and support evidence 
of learning in Aubrey’s DSP.  For more on the DMC intervention, refer back to Table 2 for more 
examples and alignment with goals.   
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Screencast 
Aubrey’s interview was also screencast.  A screencast is a video recording of screen 
movement with audio voiceover.  Aubrey used a laptop equipped with Camtasia (a screencasting 
software) to navigate through her project as she reflected and answered interview questions.  Her 
mouse movements, scrolling (visual), and voice (audio) were recorded during this process.  
Essentially, screencasting captures anything that happens on a computer screen.  An interview 
protocol guided the interview and allowed for serendipitous follow-up questions about Aubrey’s 
digital comic (see full comic in Appendix A).  Interview questions can be found in Appendix G.   
Observations and Field Notes 
In this case study, field notes with a focus on students were not recorded during Phases 1 
and 2.  Descriptive notes and memos (Dyson & Genishi, 2005), correspondence, and planning 
notes contribute to context.  Field notes, memos, and other reflections were centered primarily on 
the interactions with Mrs. Kelly during initial phases.  After the IRB amendment was approved 
for Phases 3 and 4, seven observations were conducted in Mrs. Kelly’s classroom.  Field notes 
are integral to a study because they help “construct a case” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 63).  
While observations do not necessarily need to be conducted in the classroom (Stake, 1995), it is 
important to consider the need “pertinent to our issues” (Stake, 1995, p. 60).  Because students 
did not compose in class, observations gathered after IRB approval captured the social dynamics 
of the class, as well as Mrs. Kelly’s teaching style. 
Data Analysis 
Informal or preliminary analysis of student artifacts with Mrs. Kelly informed immediate 
instructional decisions and revisions to the intervention.  These sessions were recorded as part of 
the interview process (interviews May 29, 2016; June 12, 2016). 
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Essentially, we continued the conversation while we ‘looked closely’ (Hicks, 2015) at 
student work and discussed the dynamics of learning experiences in the classroom.  Coding 
began at this stage in memos, but also as interviews were transcribed.  “Preliminary jottings” 
(Saldaña, 2016, p. 21) took place during data collection.  Memos and field notes approached 59 
single-spaced pages, not including coding, interview transcriptions, etc. and constitute part of the 
data analysis process.   
 I transcribed all interviews and conducted precoding (Saldaña, 2016) such as highlighting 
key words or phrases, underlining passages that stood out, and notating connections between 
interviews and literature research.  These “codable moments” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 20) found their 
way into preliminary analysis, as well as established codes based on participants’ words, or In 
Vivo coding (Charmaz, 2014; Saldaña, 2016). 
Coding Reliability 
To prepare for the first cycle of coding (Saldaña, 2016), I generated a list of codes based 
on the research questions and the initial literature review.  Deductive codes helped to develop a 
framework that focused coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Initial codes were meant to be a 
flexible starting point to guide coding; examples include learning, choices, writing, process, 
assessment, and available resources.   The In Vivo codes generated during precoding, such as 
“pull” or “tension,” were also included.  These codes also fall into affective types of codes, 
which highlight the emotions of participants (Saldaña, 2016).  
 First cycle coding (Saldaña, 2016) of transcribed interviews was conducted in May and 
June of 2017.  An inductive coding method was used, which reflects a flexible approach to 
coding (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Looking back at this first cycle, I drew primarily on descriptive 
coding, or labels using nouns/words and short phrases (e.g., composition, writing, or everyday 
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use) (Saldaña, 2016).  Saldaña (2016) suggests that descriptive codes are not ideal for case 
studies, because they do not offer enough tangible insight into participant’s thinking. Concept 
codes (Saldaña, 2016) such as ‘awareness’ (defined as an experience of/or new sense of 
mindfulness or knowledge about something) and ‘agency’ (defined as student or teacher 
autonomy, choice) also emerged.   
Inter-raters. As the researcher I developed a codebook and defined terms. There were 
approximately 64 codes and examples included: conventions, strengths, and choices.  Next, I 
enlisted the assistance of two doctoral students and an assessment librarian (and statistician) to 
help with the reliability of the coding.  The use of inter-raters was employed at several stages 
during the coding process.  The two doctoral students, who had previously earned Masters 
degrees in education, were both currently enrolled in a doctoral program at the same university.  
Also both inter-raters had taken research methods and had experience with qualitative research 
from an academic lens.  Training began by looking at the codebook with the inter-raters. 
First, I coded a transcribed an interview with one of the doctoral students, Natalie.  
Natalie and I read the transcribed interview together; she read the part of the researcher and I the 
role of Mrs. Kelly.  As we read through the transcript, we coded the interview.  After reading, we 
compared codes. She agreed that many codes from the codebook surfaced in the interview, but 
also suggested one that I had not seen: ‘letting go.’  ‘Letting go,’ according to Natalie, was how 
she interpreted Mrs. Kelly’s words about a more learner-centered classroom.  Natalie explained 
that Mrs. Kelly’s struggle exemplified the difficulty teachers experience in ‘letting go’ of control 
over the curriculum.  To illustrate an example of this code from one of the discussions that 
resulted in changes to the second iteration, Mrs. Kelly lamented a lack of time to “go into 
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literature” which she said “is going to be important and I definitely want to incorporate that next 
time” (interview, May 29, 2016).  Then, in the same breath, she said: 
We tried to do that remix thing with the three poems, and one of the things that I think 
went wrong here, those poems, well, the songs themselves were a little dated for the kids.  
Which was, you know, that’s a problem with a unit like this in my opinion is that when 
I’m the one to bring in the work, it’s … I’m not relevant. (interview, May 29, 2016).   
Natalie read this as difficulty in “letting go” of more traditional approaches to the secondary 
curriculum.  In particular, Natalie noted that Mrs. Kelly specifically references Plato’s The Cave 
by name earlier in the discussion.  This specific reference signaled a reluctance to remove 
canonical texts. Natalie also read this as what she termed, “wants recognizing” (Memos, June 19, 
2017), meaning the teacher wants to be seen as relevant. 
After Natalie and I coded the interview and discussed the codes, I conducted another 
cycle of elaborative coding, or building on existing codes (Saldaña, 2016).  With the refined 
codes, I then met with Carmen, the second doctoral student.  Carmen and I went through one 
interview (the same reading process as with Natalie) and compared codes through the constant 
comparison process (Glaser & Straus, 1967).  After Carmen and I reached 100% agreement, we 
each independently coded two more interviews, including Aubrey’s May 27, 2017 interview.  
Within one week, we met online via Google Hangouts to discuss the coding we had completed 
from the additional two interviews.  I then met with her to collect the transcripts with coding 
marked.  Again, throughout this process, I was memoing (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), including 
jottings of thoughts, insights, and connections, as well as bracketing my biases.  I also continued 
elaborative coding (Saldaña, 2016) as I worked through the process of writing the dissertation. 
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To reiterate the process, Natalie helped me further refine the codes and then analysis was done 
by Carmen and me as reflected in all of the tables and narrative below. 
Following these coding cycles, which would be the third time I had coded all of the 
interviews (not just the three), I met with a former assessment librarian and statistician, Amber 
Garcia.  Amber and I developed an analysis plan for describing the frequency of codes in the 
three interviews coded by Carmen and me.  Amber created a spreadsheet for each set of codes.  I 
tallied the codes and sent it back to her via email.  See Figure 8 for a screenshot of the 
spreadsheet.  For the student interview with Aubrey, we looked for explicit references to codes 
(e.g., using the actual words or direct references).  An example of an explicit reference would be 
a passage like “convey my message” coded as rhetoric.  An implicit code example would be her 
discussion of the pros and cons of media use as learning, because she did not directly reference 
the readings from which the ideas may have been drawn (e.g., the book Girls and Sex came up in 
the interview but was not explicitly identified).  For the interviews involving the teacher, Mrs. 
Kelly, we looked at references to teaching or comments about students. 
 
Figure 8. Data gathering sheet (screen shot). 
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 The grand total of all codes was 411, with a difference of +41% from Carmen’s codes.  
This result is skewed because I conducted elaborative coding (Saldaña, 2016).  Elaborative 
coding is continuous re-coding (Saldaña, 2016).  However, between Carmen and me, three broad 
topical themes emerged: Process, awareness, and available resources.  These three aligned with 
the codes that each of us found prominent in addition to the shared codes.  In Table 4, the three 
main themes and prominent subcodes are listed.  For a full list of all 64 codes, see Appendix H.  
The codes I identified most frequently were: identity and identity (subcode outsider), process, 
rhetoric, agency, rhetoric (subcode audience/purpose), available resources, choices, and 
rhetoric (subcode style).  In the table, there are two codes with n > 20 for Carmen and me.  My n 
> 20 codes were connection (subcode relevance) and visual rhetoric.  Carmen’s n > 20 codes 
were reflection and process.  Carmen’s other codes were learning (sub connection to 
learning/transfer), learning (sub depth), available resources, writing, relevance (cross-listed 
with connection), awareness (metacognition of learning), and awareness (sub insight).  Ideally, I 
would have liked to re-code with Carmen and come to a consensus.  There may be several 
explanations for the discrepancies in addition to elaborative coding. Codes related to visual 
rhetoric may not have registered for Carmen because she was not familiar with visual rhetoric: 
Of my frequently occurring codes n>10, rhetoric or visual rhetoric codes accounted for 36% and 
for Carmen, 0%.  The themes that emerged were related to my preliminary findings.  My memos 
dating from July 3, 2017 show that I expected the following conclusion:  
How the two come together, or where assessment or intervention can be strengthened: 
“awareness” or intentionality, conscious choices.  Intentionality comes from awareness 
and choices, because we make choices though we may not have the knowledge or skill to 
be absolutely conscious of what or why. 
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I am confident in the three codes Carmen and I had in common from our top codes.  Many of the 
other codes that occurred frequently in our processes fall under these larger umbrella codes.  
Furthermore, in Chapter IV, the data reflects the codes and visual rhetorical analysis supports the 
findings.  
Table 4 
Coding Results  
Code Carmen Author 
Available resources 13 16 
Process 22 12 
Identity  16 
Identity 
(outsider/isolated/different) 
 11 
Rhetoric  14 
Visual rhetoric  23 
Rhetoric (perspective)  12 
Rhetoric (style/visual 
rhetoric) 
 18 
Relevance 16  
Connection  21 
Choices  16 
Agency (student-
centered/ownership; 
“letting go” teacher) 
 12 
Awareness (metacognition; 
evidence of learning) 
19 13 
Awareness (insight) 19  
Reflection 21  
Learning (connection to 
learning; transfer; 
academic resources) 
10  
Learning (depth) 12  
Writing 14  
Note. (All interviews) highest number for each coder. Blanks indicate low tally and are not 
included in this table. Bold=three major codes for both coders. 
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Visual rhetorical analysis of Offline. Visual rhetoric provided a framework for analyzing 
Aubrey’s digital comic, Offline.  Strategies and conventions for analysis were drawn from 
multiple sources (see Appendix I Visual Rhetorical Terms and Sources and Appendix J Comic 
Book Conventions).  Each page of the comic was informally analyzed and informed the tools and 
strategies culled from sources.  During the second analysis, I created a table with screenshots 
from the comic, the text of the comic, and transcriptions from the interview.  See Chapter IV for 
more details on this process. 
Triangulation. Codes were compared with the visual rhetorical analysis of Aubrey’s 
digital comic, comparing her process, awareness, and available resources with interview and 
other data, including Mrs. Kelly’s data.   
Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness is part of the design, process, and reporting of the study (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985).  Detailed notes and processes contribute to trustworthiness, as well as careful 
reporting of the data.  Thick description (Geertz, 1973) allows the data to ‘speak for itself,’ while 
the visual rhetoric framework provided structure for analysis of Aubrey’s DMC.  Triangulation 
and multiple data sources contributed to trustworthiness and provided more data and time for 
saturation (Creswell, 2007).  Rigorous coding occurred with three outside people (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994).  The role of the researcher describes my positionality.  The narrative account 
of the research process provides a more full picture and reveals nuances and complexity of 
conducting formative experiment. 
Limitations of the Study 
Access to technology had a significant effect on study design.  Much of the students’ 
processes occurred outside of school.  This necessarily meant that Aubrey’s process was 
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“observed” retroactively using interview, reflection, and a modified think aloud protocol after 
she finished her project.  Furthermore, the belated realization that students were central to the 
study design created a distance that may have limited my ability to make solid cross-case 
distinctions by referencing other assessment materials related to the final DSP.  Considerations 
of collection emerged due to limitations on the IRB, in large part due to time constraints.  
Formative and design experiment also presents unique limitations.  As Reinking and 
Bradley (2008) suggest, adequate time for formative experiment may undercut any concerns 
about methodological rigor because of saturation and rigorous, continuous interpretation.  It is 
also common to combine formative experiment with other methodologies.  While this may pose 
some problems in merging methodologies in a logical way, careful study design can help through 
organization and rationale (Reinking & Bradley, 2008).  This limitation is minimal, as the study 
design and data collection were rigorous.  The research questions also reflect the dynamic nature 
of the DMC process, as well as the fluid and interactive context of classrooms. 
Access to students was limited to retrospective reflection and semi-structured interviews 
at the end of the school year.  This gap in time is most significant in evidence of learning.  
Aubrey and the other students not included in this study may have used visual rhetoric language 
from lessons implemented after the DSP.   
Additionally, limitations surfaced in coding.  Because of time constraints, I was unable to 
re-code and come to an agreement with the two inter-raters that helped with the coding.  In the 
Data Analysis section, and because of the nature of the study (a case as a slice of a larger 
formative experiment), this discrepancy was not glaring.  The most frequent codes presented in 
this dissertation as themes were shared between coders. Future iterations of this research should 
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include inter-raters familiar with visual rhetoric.  Elaborative coding should be done outside of 
the inter-rater process or as part of the process to facilitate agreement between coders. 
Summary 
This chapter opened with a quote from an interview with Mrs. Kelly.  At the conclusion 
of this chapter on research methods, I am drawn back to this part of her statement: “But, for me, I 
felt like this is maybe one of the entry points of bringing those two worlds into like a greater 
companionship or something.” ‘Companionship’ is an interesting word choice.  It denotes 
friendship, fellowship, and amity.  But the Oxford English Living Dictionary also includes in its 
definition ‘mutual support.’  This is a fitting way to conclude the chapter.  Mrs. Kelly was 
thinking specifically of connections between the classroom and the real world.  These two 
worlds provide mutual support.  To extend the metaphor, formative experiment is, in essence, a 
methodology of symbiosis of theory and praxis.  Collaboration between the teacher and 
researcher are encouraged, and in fact, expected. However, the intervention also underscored the 
agency of students. Mrs. Kelly, who taught Pre-AP at an affluent high school and struggled with 
the tensions in designing “fun, open, relevant, and rigorous” work for her students.  
This is kind of hard as a teacher, because it means that I don’t know the answers and I 
don’t know what this looks like. (interview, May 12, 2016) 
The tensions resulting from the interests of multiple stakeholders and our goals with the 
intervention in DMC were a backdrop for this study.  The project, a DSP, encouraged students to 
use what they know and what they love, even social media, to communicate something essential 
about their self to the class.  Aubrey, a student in Pre-AP, composed a digital comic from an 
outsider’s perspective.  Chapters IV and V develop a more full picture of the data.   
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Chapter IV: Analysis 
“I don't particularly like social media.  Like I said before that I don't mind it, but I 
thought: ‘Oh, I'm not going to like this project; it's only on social media and I have to use 
social media. How am I going to convey a message?’  I felt I did that my own way.”  
-Aubrey, Interview, May, 27, 2017 
 
“I’m not sure that I can say there is a set way that I teach writing, because I feel like 
writing is something that is evolving constantly and I also feel that teaching writing is 
one of the areas that I struggle with as a teacher… it’s all about how does a writer make 
decisions to communicate purpose?” 
-Mrs. Kelly, Interview, June 12, 2016 
The Journey Begins 
Aubrey and Mrs. Kelly were both interested in how writers convey a message through 
digital multimodal composition (DMC).  The culminating assignment of the intervention, the 
Digital Self Portrait (DSP) project, indicated the rhetorical purpose as communicating something 
essential about identity.  The DSP invited students to compose a self-portrait through a digital 
medium that “communicate[s] your sense of self in relation to the world” (See Appendix E for A 
Digital Self Portrait: Pre-AP First Quarter Project).  To prepare students, Mrs. Kelly designed 
learning experiences that would raise awareness about technologically mediated experiences in 
social contexts.   
The DSP project was inspired in part by Whitman’s (1892) “Song of Myself.”  Mrs. 
Kelly often referred to canto 4 in her interviews.  In canto 4, the people, places, and things that 
constitute these two lines punctuate the social and material existence:  
 
 91 
These come to me days and nights and go from me again,  
But they are not the Me myself. (Whitman, 1892) 
The lines represent the external or social aspects of identity, yet Whitman hints that there is an 
essential self that stands “apart from the pulling and hauling” (Whitman, 1892, p. 28).  That 
expression of ‘sense of self’ in the midst of a deluge of activity was what Mrs. Kelly saw as one 
purpose of the DSP project: self-discovery, or awareness, in technologically and socially 
mediated experiences.  More importantly, in composing a DSP, she wanted her students to make 
connections between everyday language and school-sanctioned composition in order to see that 
they were “already writers” in the broadest sense of the word: “Let’s analyze why we’re making 
those choices and if those choices are the best choices to communicate our purpose” (interview, 
June 12, 2016).   
Study Findings 
 In this chapter, I report the findings of the data collected and analyzed for the case study, 
which is the focus of this dissertation.  Using formative experiment in collaboration with a 
secondary ELA teacher, this bounded case study was an intervention in DMC and Aubrey’s final 
project.  
 For this case study, data were collected through various methods, such as interviews with 
teacher and student, screencasts of projects, classroom artifacts to inform project revisions, 
lesson plans and lesson modifications, assessments, field notes/jottings, and correspondences.  
Data were analyzed using an iterative process through conventions of visual rhetoric to look at 
how the project was composed and what resources were used, as well as how the modes work 
together.  Constant comparative (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) analysis was used throughout data 
collection, transcription, and coding processes that generated 64 codes and subcodes. 
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Visual rhetoric provided a lens for exploring Aubrey’s digital comic, Offline (Appendix 
A). Visual rhetorical strategies and comic conventions were borrowed to guide an analysis of 
Offline.  The tools and conventions for visual rhetorical analysis came from multiple sources (see 
Appendix I Visual Rhetorical Terms and Sources and Appendix J Comic Book Conventions).  
For the initial analysis of the comic, Offline, I printed each page and took notes in the margins.  
These notes were used to refine the visual rhetorical devices for use in the visual analysis, such 
as harmony in visual language (O’Toole, 2011) or shots in comic conventions (Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002).  During the second analysis, a table was created that included images and text 
from the comic with transcription from Aubrey’s screencast (See Figure 9 for an excerpt).  The 
screencast included the semi-structured interview and Aubrey’s retrospective reflections.  The 
images in the left column corresponded with the audio.  An additional two columns were used 
for space to write visual analysis notes.  Last, I printed the multimodal analysis table and coded 
the comic and interview by hand. 
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Figure 9. Multimodal analysis chart for Offline. 
The results of the coding and content analysis are presented below. The themes and 
subthemes were then organized into three broad topical areas: Resources, that refer to the 
strengths, knowledge, skills, and experiences students bring to the composing process.  Process 
relates to the writing process in many ways: brainstorming, drafting, revising, editing, and 
publishing.  The traditional rhetorical canon, too, reflects many of these iterative stages.  
However, the dictionary defines ‘process’ as simply “a continuous action” (Process, 2017, np).  
The final theme of awareness is state of consciousness, or knowledge.  It also signified ‘insight’ 
in the data.  Each of these is defined in greater detail in the following section.  
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Resources: Generative Conventions and Languages  
Resources refer to the strengths, knowledge, skills, and experiences students bring to the 
composing process.  Available resources, drawn from social semiotics, refer to the cultural and 
social symbols with which people in communities can use to communicate (Kress, 2010). The 
guiding principle behind the use of any resource in this case was essentially rhetorical.  Aubrey 
had a very clear purpose and audience in mind, and she drew on multiple resources to convey her 
message.  She knew exactly what she wanted to say and composed her story in words and images 
to make sure “everyone understood” (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).   
Resources surfaced in complex ways in Aubrey’s DSP and interview.  Social languages 
and academic languages were identifiable through conventions employed in the digital comic.  
The verbal and visual languages Aubrey used to convey her message shared the work of 
communicating her intention.  Resources were also derived from various discourse communities 
that were unique to particular subgroups and contexts, especially in social media, but also shared 
meaning across other social boundaries, as well.  Each of her resources showed fluid interaction 
across in- and out-of-school literacies.  
Using conventions to “connect with everyone.” Conventions refer to the way 
something is typically done, especially in social groups or cultures.  People maintain 
memberships in multiple communities (Gee, 2014; Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; Latour, 2007) 
and present as different ‘kinds of people’ in different contexts (Gee, 2014).  Communities 
encourage fluencies in particular codes, including visual and linguistic codes (Kostelnick & 
Hassett, 2003).  Visual fluencies were evident in the way students presented content related to 
popular culture, for example.  Students used semiotic resources without clarification, such as 
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emoticons or text-speak.  For example, Figure 10 shows an excerpt from an Instagram DSP by 
Javier with the use of a hashtag in the post: #tb.  
 
Figure 10. Javier's DSP with #hashtags. 
These semiotic resources prompted a conversation between Mrs. Kelly and me. We knew that 
hashtags are used in social media to organize or label trending topics, but we had to look up 
many of the terms that accompanied them in Urban Dictionary, a dictionary for slang words (see 
http://urbandictionary.com).   
Mrs. Kelly: I don’t even know what that means. 
Researcher: I don’t know either [both laugh]. (interview, May 29, 2016) 
According to the site, #tb translates as “hashtag throwback” and is “usually used when someone 
wants to post an old photo on Instagram and expects reactions such as ‘awe so cute’ or ‘that was 
so great’” (http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=%23tb&utm_source=search-
action, 2017).   
 The languages used in the projects reflected memberships in various discourse 
communities. Memberships in multiple communities overlap and intersect in a variety of ways 
(see Figure 11).  In the DSP, students were invited to use the media and languages of their 
everyday lives for a school project.  Therefore, this project created the conditions for the 
intersection of various social languages (cultures) to come into contact with the conventions of 
 
 96 
academic language, or English language arts (discipline), and in the context of the discourses of 
Crestview High School (organization).   
 
Figure 11. Typical membership in multiple, overlapping discourse communities (Kostelnick & 
Hassett, 2003, p. 27). 
Conventions are not rigid and fixed, they change through use; therefore, conventions 
have the potential to encourage rather than stifle creativity (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  
Audiences see conventions and know what to expect, but novel or unobvious (Grant, 2013) 
approaches signal creativity.  Aubrey used conventions from social media, genres specific to 
comics and gaming, and academic languages to communicate a message directed primarily at 
peers, but also for academic purposes.   
Conventions: Social languages as resource. Aubrey settled on a genre and topic for her 
DSP almost immediately.  Her thoughts went to gaming first, which would contribute to the title, 
Offline, and the overarching metaphor for the narrative.  
Aubrey: Okay, so this is my digital self-portrait project. I labeled it Offline and I labeled 
it because of what happens and stuff.  
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Researcher: What is offline? 
Aubrey: Basically it’s like when you go on a video game or something, it’s like this 
person is currently online playing or something like this, so it could be like that this 
player has gone offline. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Aubrey used her knowledge of gaming conventions, or social discourses, to create an effective 
controlling metaphor for her comic.  In the beginning, the character has gone offline.  
Throughout the piece (refer to Appendix A), juxtapositions between online and offline 
contributed to the narrative and appeals to pathos.  In Figure 12, comic pages with references to 
offline and online show how this comparison is carried throughout the digital comic. 
 
Figure 12. Pages with words ‘offline’ and ‘online.’ 
There are many examples of Aubrey drawing on social languages to support her 
rhetorical intention.  As already stated, she established early in her comic that she is not a social 
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media user.  Her outsider perspective was ironically supported by her knowledge of the social 
languages or conventions in which other youth engage in social media.  In one example, Aubrey 
used emojis5 to convey precise feeling.  To illustrate the words, “I don’t hate it, but I don’t 
particularly like it,” emojis functioned as masks over the faces of the figure in two panels to 
establish an exact tone and connect with her audience: 
Aubrey: I thought if I use emojis it would connect to people. I really want to connect with 
everyone, so even if they're like “I really don't see it from her perspective.  Oh! But, she's 
using emojis, so something's happening.” (interview, May 27, 2017) 
The masks displayed a consciousness of the use of emojis to express emotive, or emotional, 
feelings.  Whether or not Aubrey was aware, she was using emojis in place of a face, which in 
physical encounters, often express additional meaning to audiences.  It is ironic that the emojis, 
as stand-ins for the character’s face (notice the hair behind the mask in Figure 13), better 
communicated Aubrey’s perspective to her peers.  In another example, Aubrey used selfies (self-
portraits shared on social media) to present a reflection of social media users from an outsider’s 
perspective, highlighting social behaviors by representing them in novel contexts (see Figure 13).   
Social languages also included visual language.  The text at the bottom of the vertical 
panels (Figure 13) says, “It is actually funny seeing it through my perspective.”  Aubrey did not 
explicitly refer to what makes the images humorous; rather, her audience would recognize the 
images and draw conclusions based on their knowledge of social media conventions.   
                                                
5 Emoji or emoticon: visual symbols or caricatures of facial expressions typical to texting or social media posting 
and express emotion or intended tone (emoticon, 2017). 
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Figure 13. Social media conventions. 
Aubrey did not have a phone, but she used technology.  She used her shared experiences 
with her peers as a resource to underscore to her credibility as narrator.  In the story, she 
acknowledged that even though she did not particularly like social media, she still used 
technology.  The narration reads (Figure 14): “Without technology there would be no social 
media.  Nowadays, everyone is connected to technology,” and in between panels, she added, 
“Constantly glued to screens.”  
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Figure 14. Page 6 of Offline. 
Aubrey used her knowledge of context and audience to her advantage.  
Aubrey: I was connected to technology so I knew I was going to have to show me [using 
technology].  This was funny. I should really do something that people are going to laugh 
at.  I don't think that anyone laughed at this though.  So, if we're constantly glued to the 
screen then someone needs to be hitting their face on the screen.  God, I love that idea. 
(interview, May 27, 2017)  
In her interview, Aubrey explicitly referred to the way she was playing with verbal and visual 
language, such as “glued to the screen.”  She revealed her thinking about how the images and 
words complement each other.  The figure in the bottom panel hitting her face is still smiling, so 
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Aubrey was also in on the joke.  She leveraged her knowledge of her audience and used humor 
to express her perspective without alienating her from her audience, social media users. 
 A sense of audience was also important for Mrs. Kelly.  Aubrey surmised that Mrs. Kelly 
was aware of her students’ interests. 
Researcher: So, how would you, in your own words, describe the academic purpose of an 
assignment like this? 
Aubrey: I would probably say, that you want to connect to students.  So, the purpose is to 
make them feel like, “I’m going to make this the greatest project.  How can I have them 
make this the greatest project?  Let’s use something that they are connected with 
constantly.  Their phones are in their pockets, they’re constantly tweeting and texting and 
all that stuff, so I’m going to use social media.”  That’s how I see it.  They need to make 
a message and then convey it through what they usually use.  So that’s how I would say, 
academically, we use social media. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Mrs. Kelly used projects from the previous year to show Aubrey’s class.  During one of 
our planning sessions the summer before the second iteration, we came back to the idea of social 
languages.  I had suggested that the students find exemplar texts in a medium or genre they were 
thinking about using for their own DSP.  Mrs. Kelly took the idea a step further. 
Mrs. Kelly: And you know, here’s something else that I wanted to do next year, now that 
we have these samples, I wanted to have the kids analyze them.  So, you know how you 
were saying, your idea, which was good, have the kids go find an exemplar text?  But 
now I feel like we could still do that, but maybe after they find their own exemplars have 
them look at these. (interview, May 29, 2016) 
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Mrs. Kelly suggested that the exemplar and the student samples guide the development of 
students’ DSP contracts.  The analysis would support students’ own planning processes and 
highlight the resources they could use to communicate a message. 
         Conventions: Academic languages as resource. Aubrey’s writing was carefully crafted.  
The controlling metaphor of online/offline was a motif woven throughout the story and brought 
it to a close with, “But I think I’m living just fine.  This player has gone online.”  The character 
was introduced using the metaphor, and the topic of social media was also presented 
immediately (Figure 15). 
 
Figure 15. First and last pages of Offline. 
 
 
The organization of the story followed a careful logic, presenting both sides of an 
argument about the benefits and drawbacks of social media.  The story also followed the DSP’s 
rhetorical intention, which was to present something essential about identity in relation to 
technology or media.  Aubrey was conscientious about conveying a message.  She discussed her 
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writing in several places during the screencast interview.  The following excerpt exemplifies the 
resources she brought to the composing process, which consist of both technical skills in writing 
and successfully meeting her rhetorical aims through visual images: 
Aubrey: I am so confident about the writing.  The writing I really did take my time on.  I 
wanted to make sure everyone understood.  
Even though the genre Aubrey chose was highly visual, she began with an academic resource, 
her confidence in writing.  After the writing, Aubrey drew on her technical skill in digital 
drawing to build on the ideas in the written text (see Figure 16). 
Aubrey:  I have an app, and I think it's called SketchBook Pro or something, and I've 
been using for years and you can see all my progress on it and so I just drew [it] out. I 
had one of my sisters model most of the stuff so I could see all I had to do. Like, oh, I 
have to do this action or stuff [points to the image of upside down] so this is me, and this 
is her, and this is me. So, I like fused images together and like, okay, I can draw this 
structure… this is my sister and that's clearly, clearly obvious to other people the whole 
look [social media image], like that that's her. So, she helped me just figure out where 
like I'm going to put stuff and then I drew the basic idea of that and then colored 
it. (interview May 27, 2017) 
Using a digital drawing app with which she was familiar, SketchBook Pro, she augmented the 
meaning in her story with images.  The writing and images did different kinds of work in 
meaning making in the comic, and each was integral to the whole. Aubrey, who considered 
herself “somewhat of an artist” (interview, May 27, 2017), was prepared with more than 
technical skill in drawing.  She also drew on both writer and artist identities.   
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Figure 16. Aubrey’s drawing process. 
 Javier, the student who used the hashtags in the earlier example, also drew on academic 
resources.  In Pre-AP, the emphasis is on rhetoric and composition.  The students in Mrs. Kelly’s 
class would have spent a lot of time looking at author’s craft.  As we looked at Javier’s DSP, 
Mrs. Kelly began to notice some of the ways Javier used images in complementary ways to text. 
Mrs. Kelly: [Reading from his post] “I just need to keep reminding myself to keep 
looking forward and to never look back.”  And I think it’s interesting that he chose the 
picture where he is looking off into the distance here…kind of solitary. 
Researcher: Yeah.  There he is again. 
Mrs. Kelly: [Reading] “NEVER, EVER, EVER…” Same thing, “look back.”  So, in the 
series here, I thought it was interesting he starts with the concept of the journey, “keep 
your head forward, never look back.”  And so he reiterates it through his images there, 
right?  
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In these examples, teacher and student began to see parallels in the way images and language 
worked in communicating messages.  The social languages were more explicit in Aubrey’s 
example, as well as Mrs. Kelly’s reflections on Javier’s DSP.  However, especially in the case of 
Javier (who was part of the first iteration of the intervention), students may have been showing 
internalization of academic conventions.  One last example to illustrate the point of 
internalization stemmed from a discussion about a YouTube DSP.  Before we watched, Mrs. 
Kelly gave me a brief introduction. 
Mrs. Kelly: I would say this one was by far my favorite.  So, her writing portion, and a 
lot YouTubers did this, her writing portion was this, in the description.  
[Reading/skimming ideas from the text in the YouTube video description] She’s a very 
curious person and so that’s what she wanted to make her video about- her reason or 
purpose.  This [pointing], by the way, was a vocab word from last quarter.  It’s just fun to 
see them actually incorporating these things into their own writing. (interview, May 29, 
2016). 
Academic literacies found a way into students’ work in a multitude of ways.  For the YouTuber 
student, writing expressed her rhetorical purpose and her mastery of vocabulary. 
Conventions: Comics as genre-specific resource. Comic conventions played an 
important role in Aubrey’s project.  Knowledge of conventions enabled her to meet audience 
expectations of the genre.  As previously discussed, innovation stems from conscious crafting 
with conventions (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003).  Audiences familiar with a genre expect certain 
features, but they will also gain aesthetic pleasure in recognizing novel approaches 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2013; Grant, 2013).  The resources drawn from other discourses in the 
converging communities of peer groups and the educational context assisted Aubrey in 
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developing novel or unexpected approaches in her comic.  Each of these discourse communities 
has shared resources.  Social media and comic conventions contributed to a connection with 
Aubrey’s peer-centered audience and social groups, but academic resources also connected her 
with content-area communities in ELA, including her teacher, and also the community of 
Crestview.  Previously, in Chapter III, Crestview’s culture was identified as ‘high achieving.’  
When the principal or Mrs. Kelly’s supervisor were in the classroom, they added another element 
to the rhetorical situation.  Furthermore, there were certainly students who subscribed to the 
academic focus of the school culture, and so Aubrey had to draw on academic languages as well 
as social languages.  Aubrey’s resources could also be considered on a smaller scale where 
technical skill, social languages, and academic languages worked toward rhetorical purpose (see 
Figure 17). 
 
Figure 17. Convergence of social languages, academic languages, and technical skill. 
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In the previous example, Aubrey used gaming terms to introduce the character in her 
comic: “This player has gone offline … I’m not someone who uses social media.”  She 
simultaneously signaled to her audience that she was a gamer and established the foundation for 
her argument.  This first page of her narrative consisted of two vertical panels.  The first panel 
was of the girl closing her laptop; the second was a shot of her standing, punctuating the action 
of going ‘offline’ (Figure 18).  
 
Figure 18. Panels of Offline. 
Comic designers use panels to maximize an important affordance of comics: the ability to 
show several actions all at once happening in different sequences of time (Harvey, 1996).  
Combined with the text, the episodic panels had the effect of creating anticipation in the 
audience, suggesting that something was about to happen.  
Aubrey controlled the way the audience sees events (Hill, 2004) by framing the panels 
with text, guiding the eye from top to bottom in vertical design (Harvey, 1996).  Other panels 
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and tiers also guided the perspective of the viewer, as discussed in comic conventions (Appendix 
J and Figure 15).  Panel arrangement also emphasized certain elements or ideas by allocating 
space in layout (Connors, 2013; Harvey, 1996).  In the following example (Figure 19), the upper 
panel constitutes approximately the top one-third of the page.  The bottom two-thirds is a blank 
face with the words, “OFFLINE” in all-caps font.   
 
Figure 19. OFFLINE. 
The comic text, or narrative, divides the two panels, “It is almost like I am offline.”  Aubrey used 
technical skill to carefully render a drawing, but also used academic resources by remixing a 
book cover for the young adult novel, Wonder (Palacio, 2012).  
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Aubrey: So, that's where this image came and I think I remember the book, Wonder, I 
believe I read in 5th grade, and the kid had “Wonder” on his face.  And I was like, “I kind 
of relate to that.”  Not his situation, but, like, I'm offline, everyone's like online and 
everything and me and my face should be offline and that's how I came up with that one. 
Additionally, in the interview excerpt below, she discussed how she used writing (academic 
discourse) in the process of designing the layout of the page and the images. 
Aubrey: I wrote the story first then I'm like, as I looked at it I'm like: well maybe … 
maybe I should have something here, so like ‘but without a phone it gets kind of lonely’ 
[points to image] I remember thinking: maybe I should do something with like my world 
is upside down or something.  Why not just have me upside down and then like I have … 
I can't just have me upside down, I should have people connected to something … people 
talking on phones.  
When she said, “maybe I should have something here,” Aubrey is flexing her technical skill and 
exhibiting what Mrs. Kelly called a “good eye” (Mrs. Kelly, Interview, May 29, 2016).  This will 
be an important point in the third theme, awareness.   
Conclusion: Resources converge. Discourses speak to each other, interacting through 
intertextuality (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).  These discourses can be subcultural, such as the 
conventions Aubrey presented from youth culture, but they can also interact with and draw upon 
dominant or mainstream discourses, such as academic or content-specific discourses.  The 
important thing to note is that discourses shape each other through interaction (Cope & 
Kalantzis, 2000). 
Aubrey used her knowledge of social media conventions and drew on contextual memory 
to communicate her perspective to her peers.  Capitalizing on the outsider perspective, in writing 
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and in visual rhetoric, Aubrey used different conventions (the duck-face, the ab-shot, the food 
shot), isolated them in different panels, and drew on amplification to make a point about “funny” 
behaviors of people using social media (see Table 5).   
Table 5 
Aubrey’s Resources Chart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. Based on a chart from “Semiotic reading resources drawn from the visual mode” (Ranker, 
2014, p. 156). 
 
Humor also sublimated the risk of alienating her audience.  Aubrey’s own technology use 
is established early (she says she has a laptop, iPad, and iPod), and later her gamer identity 
Resource (convention) Origin Function 
Texting languages, such 
as "kys" (kill yourself) or 
the pile of poo emoji, "
 " 
Social 
media, 
texting 
Add dramatic effect to cyberbulling image 
'Wonder’ on face YAL: 
Wonder 
(Palacio, 
2012) 
Association with the character of Auggie 
Pullman in the book underscores the 
emotional impact of faceless, outsider 
Offline/Online Video game Controlling metaphor; analogy for being “in” 
or “out” of the game or action.  Not available 
to other players.  Ironic depiction of feeling 
more authentic and connected online than off 
among peers. 
Selfies (duck face; ‘ab’ 
shot, food shot) 
Social 
media 
Humorous effect to present her perspective 
back to the viewer 
Avatar  Video 
Game 
“Becomes self” - presented as heroic figures 
to emphasize “living just fine” 
Emojis (emoticons) Social 
media; 
texting 
Uses to communicate emotion and add more 
depth to narrative/text 
 
 111 
contributed to her credibility (ethos).  All of these experiences and identities can be considered 
resources.  Her knowledge of social languages became the raw material with which she shaped 
her message.  The images, symbolic of specific social behaviors, also conveyed something 
different than the writing, yet each enhanced the reading of the text.  As Mrs. Kelly noted in an 
interview, the students brought “good eyes” and gave writing and images “equal weight” 
(interview, May 29, 2016). 
Process: Evolutions in Composing 
Aubrey brought different resources to her task that emerged and evolved at different 
points in the process.  She considered herself “somewhat of an artist” and brought technical skill 
in digital drawing to her DSP project.  Her unspoken knowledge of comic conventions, 
combined with other social and academic languages, provided ready material for molding her 
DSP.  Resources and processes worked together to shape the composition.  Aubrey’s process was 
recursive; building at once on an inspiration from a resource, such as a YAL novel cover, and 
other times evolved from the process of working through an image.  An example of the latter is 
the panel of her upside down on the same page as the ‘OFFLINE’ face (Figure 18 and 19) 
discussed in the following section.  Aubrey said she was trying to express that her world was 
upside down, but as she drew, realized that his was a result of social contexts and so added other 
people. 
In rhetoric, fluid movement between stages in the process is exemplified in the rhetorical 
canons: invention, arrangement/design, style, memory, and delivery.  The canons are defined in 
this section and examples are presented for select canons.  This section begins with Aubrey’s 
agency as a composer in the composing process, followed by an exploration of process through 
the lens of the canons.   
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Writerly processes. In digital media, non-linear composing processes can be defined as 
“a writerly activity” (Ensslin, 2014, p. 360).  Barthes (1974) considered the ‘writerly’ role an 
active one in the construction of meaning.  In this case study, “writerly activity” suited patterns 
in the process that emerged around the role of writing, agency, and reflective practices. 
 
Figure 20. But without a phone, it gets quite lonely. 
During the screencast interview, Aubrey clicked through the digital comic, looking for the page 
above (Figure 20).  She stopped on that page and described how she developed the visual images 
in Offline: 
Aubrey: I don’t know which one it is … THIS ONE.  Plus, like this one, like the offline- 
that person is not as lively as the other kids [pointing to the girl upside down in the close-
up]. 
Researcher: That’s pretty powerful.  Having the words over the face like that.  What do 
you think about as an artist when you’re making your images?  How do you choose what 
you’re going to do?  Did you write the story first or the images first? 
Aubrey: I wrote the story first then I'm like, as I looked at it I'm like: well maybe … 
maybe I should have something here, so like ‘but without a phone it gets kind of lonely’ 
[points to image] I remember thinking: maybe I should do something with like my world 
is upside down or something.  Why not just have me upside down and then like I have … 
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I can't just have me upside down, I should have people connected to something … people 
talking on phones. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
As she progressed through her project, Aubrey experimented with drawing images to expand on 
the ideas in her writing.  For example, she said, “I should have people connected to something,” 
thus inviting the listener into her thought processes.   
 Agency and a writerly process were important to Aubrey.   
Researcher: So, as a school project, what did you like most about it? 
Aubrey: I like the fact that I was able to express myself.  I felt like I didn’t have to be 
forced to do anything that I didn’t like.  So, like most projects you have to focus on one 
thing and if it’s a topic you don’t like, like I don’t particularly like social media.  Like I 
said before that I don't mind it, but I thought: ‘Oh, I'm not going to like this project; it’s 
only on social media and I have to use social media. How am I going to convey a 
message?’  I felt I did that my own way.  So, that’s why this is probably one of the best 
projects I’ve ever done in school.  (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Aubrey had the freedom to take a writerly approach with a topic that she was not sure she would 
like.  Because she could engage in the work “my own way,” Aubrey was able to develop and 
realize her message. 
The canons: Process as rhetorical design. Rhetoric, or the art of persuasion, has 
evolved significantly over time.  The five elements of rhetorical design, or canons, are in many 
ways connected to more contemporary conceptions of the writing process: 
1. Invention: Discovering the topic or material for use in persuasion 
2. Arrangement (design): Organization, logical arrangement of ideas and resources 
 
 114 
3. Style (expression): Not simply the “dress of thought” (Porter, 2010, p. 175), style 
draws on pathos through figurative language or ‘ornateness’ and ethos through 
establishing credibility of speaker through connections with audience 
4. Memory: Once associated with committing oration to memory, this canon now 
draws on memory or knowledge of context, audience, or other materials 
5. Delivery: How speech is delivered; how digital and other texts are distributed 
(modified from Silva Rhetorica, n.d.) 
Ancient Greek canons were directly related to oratory arts, or speech. Reading and 
writing would supplant the oratory arts.  In schools, rhetoric has been underscored by both 
approaches, resulting in a “pursuit of good speaking and writing” (Lunsford, Wilson, & Eberly, 
2009, p. 287).  Because of increasing multimodal capabilities through technology, our everyday 
communication practices have changed.  Now, “the ‘art’ of rhetoric has an infinitive capacity to 
adapt itself to new subjects and new audiences” (Cockcroft & Cockcroft, 2013, p. 5).  Visual 
rhetoric, as discussed in Chapter II, is a response to ‘new subjects’ and ‘new audiences.’  
Intentional and discerning choices, or judgment, interact with the canon in non-linear, iterative 
ways (Cockcroft & Cockcroft, 2013).  Each of our rhetorical moves may necessitate a different 
approach within stages of development.  
Invention and design: Gathering resources. Inspiration is an apt comparison for early 
stages in the composing process. Dewey (1934) and Csikszentmihalyi (2013) emphasized the 
importance of building skills and knowledge in preparation for a moment when everything 
comes together.  Similarly, in the discussion around resources, experience counted as a resource.  
Everyday experiences, even the most mundane, can contribute to invention and the gathering of 
resources, to the arrangement or design of an artifact.  For example, a female student from a 
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different class became a character in Aubrey’s comic (Figure 21).  In the screencast interview, 
Aubrey stopped on the picture and said: 
Aubrey:  Even the girl, even this one, the girl with Snapchat, this is literally a girl in my 
class.  I always see her taking photos and this is what I always imagined her saying: “I 
am literally dying in class,” cuz she looks so aggravated and I’m like, you’re in the 
middle of class!  Why?  What is the purpose? [laughs]  
 
Figure 21. Girl ‘literally dying in class.’ 
And in the following excerpt, Aubrey explained how she knew she would include this girl early 
in the invention: 
Aubrey: Then, I talked about even before I did the writing, I thought I need to involve 
that girl, somehow [image of girl in class] and that's what I did and I did her kind of like 
lava colored, because she always looks angry and I don't know why. 
Everyone brings experiences and subjectivities to an image; however, the ‘everyday life’ aspect 
of visual rhetoric acknowledges the interplay between ways of looking and the rhetorical power 
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of constructing images (Ott & Dickinson, 2009).  Using perspective, Aubrey shared several 
experiences in different ways.  
 
Figure 22. Social media images. 
The presentation of the social media images here (see Figure 22) is divided into three 
tiers that can be taken in all at once (an affordance of the genre discussed previously).  The eye is 
guided from the top to the bottom, with a close-up of the girl’s neon-yellow duck face6, down to 
the bright green of the boy taking an ab-shot selfie, to a bird’s eye view of food.  The text 
indicates how we should experience it: “It is actually funny seeing it through my perspective.”  
The word ‘perspective’ does additional work in identifying the narrator’s attitude toward the 
conventions of social media presented here, but also points to the use of a kind of perspective 
shot in comic design (Connors, 2013).  In the interview, Aubrey said: 
                                                
6 Urban Dictionary defines ‘duck face’ or ‘duckface’ as a facial expression, typical to young girls, in which one 
moves both lips outward to appear “sassy” (www.urbandictionary.com). 
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Then, like you pointed out before, I used stuff that I saw online that’s popular like taking 
pictures with your cell phone of food on like Instagram, and guys that take the ab pictures 
and the girls that pucker their lips and do the duck face.  So, when I say it was actually 
funny seeing it through my perspective, I’m like, “I should really do something that 
makes me laugh!”  And even especially like this one [pointing to the guy].  That one 
makes me laugh hysterically.  So, I wanted to do something that people are going to have 
to laugh at… that, people laughed at that. (interview, May 27, 2917) 
Invention begins before one even starts to shape a topic and collect resources (Porter, 
2010).  When Mrs. Kelly said, “you're already writers ... you're already doing this,” she was 
referring both the active, agentive writerly activity in which students engaged and the resources 
they brought to the process.  Students are actively designing with images all of the time, yet they 
may not be aware or conscious of their choices (DePalma, 2015).  Often, it is not until the 
revision process that students begin to see what they have composed and commence in shaping 
this material.  Shaping, too, is often an intuitive response that is not necessarily named.  In the 
beginning stages, such as invention, or other parts of the process, a sudden insight or burst of 
productivity is often what catalyzes movement in a work.  Csikszentmihalyi (2013) described the 
insightful phenomenon this way: 
After an insight occurs, one must check it out to see if the connections genuinely make 
sense.  The painter steps back from the canvas to see whether the composition works, the 
poet rereads the verse with a more critical eye, the scientist sits down to do the 
calculations or run the experiments.  Most lovely insights never go any farther, because 
under the cold light of reason fatal flaws appear.  But if everything checks out, the slow 
and often routine work of elaboration begins. (p. 104) 
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Likewise, an assertion by Dewey (1934) that what appears to be a sudden insight is actually a 
long process of intellect, experience, and skill coming together, connects to the stage of pre-
invention.  Process includes building knowledge and experiences that can be used as resources 
later.  
 In the early stages, Aubrey’s resources came together in a medley of inspiration and 
ability.  After she chose her topic, she thought about how she might execute her idea. 
Aubrey: I think … when I first started; I have the Google account that I could use.  So, I 
could put it [the comic] there.  That’s probably going to be different from what most 
people did and that was different from most people.  I liked the idea of offline and online, 
how most people like that.  I’m like; I can do something like gaming.  And then I thought 
comic and that’s like what I got.  I could make a comic of like, of going through my life 
and I made some light gaming [goes to the slide of the avatar] this is kind of based off of 
the video game Skyrim, the character that I have has a crown and has a scythe.  And I’m 
like, I could be going into my computer and that’s what I’m fine with, so it was 
somewhat like building one idea off of another.  So, that’s how I got to that. (interview, 
May 27, 2017) 
Aubrey essentially gathered her resources and built on ideas in the stage of invention.  Her 
resources included her artistic ability and her confidence in writing.  She drew on her unique 
perspective to do something different from her peers (she claimed most of them did Instagram, 
and Mrs. Kelly would concur with a rough estimate of 80% in June 12, 2016 interview).  She 
also considered how the medium for delivery would set her apart: “I could put it there.  That’s 
probably going to be different from what most people did and that was different.” 
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Arrangement and design: Organizing resources. The decision to use artistic ability and 
comics led Aubrey to design, or the arrangement of resources and ideas.  When the project was 
first introduced, Aubrey “knew” she wanted to do a comic because this is an asset that she brings 
to her rhetorical work.  After Aubrey wrote the narrative, she began to add images.  Images were 
not a supplement to writing, but rather an essential element.  Looking back on her comic, Aubrey 
settled on a striking image of a girl with her back to the viewer.  The figure was centered on the 
page and is framed by a thin circle against the black background (Figure 23). 
Aubrey: This is probably one of my favorites. ‘Cuz, I always … I do feel pretty isolated. 
It’s like, “Okay, get out your phones!” and stuff and I'm like, I have my iPod with me at 
school so I can listen to music and tune everybody out, but, it’s like they were doing a 
school activity like Kahoot!7 or, something.  Kahoot! doesn't work on my iPod, so I'm 
like, I'm just gonna sit here and look at it and think I'm right.  So, definitely, this is one of 
my favorite images and I think even looking at the story kind of part of it, that the writing 
… I think I am totally right with that, I am so confident about the writing.  The writing I 
really did take my time on.  I wanted to make sure everyone understood.  So, although, 
the artist perspective, drawings, by far this is probably my favorite image. (interview, 
May 27, 2017) 
                                                
7 Web-based quiz platform 
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Figure 23. Isolated. 
 “I’ll use that someday” (Jackson, 2015) is often a gut feeling.  In design, Krause (2004) 
called acting spontaneously as “opportunism and instinct” (p. 24).  Ehses (2004) also claimed the 
same for designers, the phenomenon of using concepts intuitively.  Jackson (2015) made another 
interesting connection to metaphor that also highlighted how the creative process works.  Similar 
to what Aubrey did with the girl in her class, Jackson asserted that even the most banal of 
moments have the potential to become something significant in our work: 
I was playing bridge one evening with a musician, a chemistry teacher, and a painter 
when, during a particularly tense hand, a large porcelain bowl that we kept on the piano 
suddenly shattered.  After we had all calmed ourselves down, we found four completely 
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individual reactions.  Looking at all the tiny scattered pieces, I thought that I had never 
realized before how final a metaphor a broken bowl could be.  The chemistry teacher 
pointed out that someone had emptied an ashtray into the bowl with a cigarette still 
burning, and of course the heat had shattered the bowl.  The painter said that the green of 
the bowl was deepened when the light caught the small pieces.  The musician said that 
the sound it made when it broke was a G sharp.  Then we went back and finished our 
bridge hand.  Someday I know that I am going to need that broken bowl. (Jackson, 2015, 
para. 7-8) 
Another useful way to look at the creative process is through interdisciplinary 
perspectives on inspiration.  Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky (1977) organized the creative 
process into stages of inspiration, each with varying degrees of consciousness: Impression, 
improvisation, and composition. 
They represented three different sources of inspiration: 
1. A direct impression of outward nature, expressed in purely artistic form. This I 
call an ‘Impression.’ 
2. A largely unconscious, spontaneous expression of inner character, the non-
material nature. This I call an ‘Improvisation.’ 
3. An expression of a slowly formed inner feeling, which comes to utterance only 
after long maturing. This I call a ‘Composition.’ (Kandinsky, 1977, p. 57) 
When Kandinsky (1977) talked about “conscious creation” which “comes to utterance only after 
long maturing,” connections between gathering resources and writing, composing, and creating 
were evident (p. 57).  Though Kandinsky was speaking of an inner and outer harmony through 
inspiration, the terms impression, improvisation, and composition are apt metaphors for the 
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process that occurs in students’ creative processes. Impression, improvisation, and composition 
as process emphasize the non-linear nature of composing.  All of these ideas around creativity 
and creation inform my thinking on process in this dissertation. 
 Style in process: Identity as a resource. The discussion of style in comic conventions 
refers to an important aspect that is certainly present in Aubrey’s DSP: identity.  Most of the 
points that could be highlighted here have been made in other areas, such as the use of comic 
conventions in the context of Aubrey’s diverse social and academic languages.  Style is the 
presentation of a unique perspective, the combination of resources for purpose or message.  Sirc 
(2010) referred to style as “well-chosen bricks of meaning combining to form a rich whole” (p. 
70).  Rhetorical perspective and purpose in Offline were closely tied to Aubrey’s identity.  One 
of the resources she used from gaming, the concept of an avatar, illustrated how closely these 
social discourses, all discourses, are tied to a sense of self. 
Aubrey: So and then like me getting sucked into my computer for ‘online’ [see Figure 24 
‘Sucked in’]. That was also an idea that I had before I did the writing, cuz, I had the idea 
of gaming at the time. I like the idea of being sucked into a different world, so I definitely 
had that idea before the writing. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
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Figure 24. ‘Sucked in’ and ‘player online.’ 
Aubrey depicted herself resolving the story by being sucked into the computer.  This was 
especially interesting because Mrs. Kelly spent a lot of time on the concept of 
connect/disconnect, or awareness of how much young people are tied to technology.  Aubrey 
saw her online activities as active engagement in a space where she can be a more authentic self 
(Figure 24, ‘player online’). 
Aubrey: And then I had … that it was like at the end, I'm living my life just fine.  Before 
this, I had the idea of gaming, so now I should be in the game … and that was me smiling 
… I'm online. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
 During one of our ‘looking closely’ (Hicks, 2015) discussions about student work, 
several examples of the close ties between students’ interests, affinities, and resources and their 
identities surfaced.  In one draw-my-life video (a time-lapse of someone drawing where the 
focus is on the emerging image and not the artist), one student said in the voiceover, “Drawing 
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kind of allows me to create a better version of myself” (interview, May 29, 2016).  In another 
interview recording, Mrs. Kelly saw parallels between composing and identity in the Instagram 
projects students produced. 
Mrs. Kelly: One of the things I learned, because so many of them did Instagram as their 
final projects, was how composed, I mean they composed a narrative and a self that they 
chose to communicate. (interview, June 12, 2016) 
A few minutes later into the Instagram discussion, she talked about how this was a “narrative, 
this kind of construction, that they then very deliberately chose that they were then going to 
communicate to the class” through pictures (interview, June 12, 2016). 
Memory: Considering audience and context in process. Aubrey included many other 
contextual elements in her digital comic.  An example of memory, or knowledge, of the audience 
and particular contexts, was how Aubrey drew on topics covered extensively during the 
intervention.  This aspect of the traditional rhetorical process also tied into academic resources.  
The first, the topic of cyberbullying, was addressed in the intervention in several ways.  
One of the readings and class seminars was an excerpt from the book, Girls and Sex: Navigating 
the Complicated New Landscape (Orenstein, 2016).  The excerpt Mrs. Kelly chose, “Hot or Not: 
Social Media and the New ‘Body Product,’” examined how perceptions of girls, including girls’ 
own sense of self-worth, are influenced by social media.  One of the concepts was reflected in 
Aubrey’s depiction of the girl puckering her lips in a ‘duck face.’  Orenstein (2016) similarly 
described a connection between a girl’s concern with appearance and obsessive checking of  “the 
magic mirror of her social media profile” in the excerpt the students, including Aubrey, read in 
class (p. 18).  Orenstein (2016) also wrote, “young people have begun talking about the self as a 
brand rather than something to be developed from within” (p. 19).  Compare the passage with 
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Aubrey’s text in her comic: “Now, I may not post everything that happens in my life online.  But 
I think I’m living just fine.”  Aubrey’s audience would be familiar with certain lines of her 
argument.   
The students also participated in YAL Literature Circles during the intervention (see 
Appendix K for YAL choices).  The book that Aubrey and other members in her group chose to 
read was Random (Leveen, 2015), a book about the consequences of cyberbullying told from the 
perspective of one of the teenaged bullies.  The two sides of the argument presented by Aubrey 
were familiar to her audience and exemplified the use of memory, or knowledge of context. 
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Figure 25. Benefits and disadvantages of social media. 
 Aubrey was very conscious of her audience.  She stated that her purpose was to change 
behavior: 
 Aubrey: I think when they were looking at it [the comic] they were like, “Oh, she’s neat, 
she’s someone who doesn’t have that stuff, she doesn’t focus on that online and all that 
stuff.”  But progressively as the year went by, I don’t think they saw it that way.  They 
were still on social media and [didn’t think] maybe I shouldn’t go online. (interview, May 
27, 2017) 
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After recounting a story about a boy in her group who had asked for her phone number so they 
could collaborate, Aubrey said: 
Even though I said that at the beginning of the year, “I don’t have a phone,” this was my 
project specifically.  But, I think that it somewhat stuck to them, but somewhat over time 
they went back, like, on their phones.  What are you gonna do? (interview, May 27, 
2017) 
Still, she was very careful about not taking a hard line on social media use in her digital comic.  
In Figure 25, there were two sides and the positive, or benefits of social media, was positioned as 
the upper vector (O’Toole, 2011), thus drawing the eye to two people connecting before moving 
to the cyberbullying image. 
 Connections between canons and process writing.  In developing a framework from 
visual rhetoric, the canons offer a novel approach to DMC.  Terms like invention, 
arrangement/design, and delivery are a natural fit for describing the process of drawing on 
various modes and resources to construct a cohesive whole.  Though the rhetorical canons are 
drawn from ancient, oratory rhetoric, they create a space that acknowledges the social and 
interactive nature of public speaking similar to the use of social media in the DSP.  Audience 
agency was an important aspect of the DSP.  Delivery, which could just as easily be termed 
‘publishing,’ signifies a performance aspect unique to sharing through digital media and other 
interactive tools.  However, Table 6 presents a comparison between the writing process and 
rhetorical canons. 
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Table 6 
Comparison Between the Writing Process and Traditional Rhetorical Canons 
Writing Process Canons Explanation 
Brainstorming Invention; Memory Developing ideas, gathering resources, 
and choosing a topic.  
Drafting Arrangement/Design Arranging or designing using resources. 
Revision Style; Memory A more intentional application of 
resources and skill. Combined with 
memory, this signifies knowledge of 
audience expectations and experiences. 
Editing Style; Memory See above.  All of the stages are 
recursive.  Editing signifies a careful 
attention of the grammars of the genre, 
but also draws from revision or style and 
memory. 
Publishing Delivery In DMC, publishing is a better descriptor.  
However, delivery does signify 
knowledge of audience and skill in 
oratory is responsive like DMC, 
especially in social media. 
 
Awareness: Choices, Learning and Insight 
The final theme of awareness is state of consciousness, or knowledge.  Awareness is 
knowledge or perception, but also signifies realization.  Intentional choices maximize effect or 
enable one to execute an idea.  In the coding process, awareness had three frequent subcodes: 
choices, learning and insight.   
In the image discussed in the previous section, ‘Benefits and disadvantages of social 
media’ (Figure 25), Aubrey consciously used colors for emotive effect (Connors, 2013; Eisner, 
2002), an appeal to pathos.  In the screencast interview, Aubrey lingered on the benefits and 
disadvantages slide, before talking about her intentional color choices.  
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I definitely think we should connect with family and connect with friends, and then I 
wanted to do something with depression with cyber bullying, because cyber bullying is 
very popular.  Well, I wouldn't say popular.  That's a bad word, but it happens because of 
social media- it's bullying online, and that’s what it came to be.  So I wanted to use the 
darker blue for depression and I have all these things surrounding her because it impacts 
her. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Color communicated emotion, but Aubrey also chose to crowd the cyberbullied figure 
with harsh words used in social media.  She used the word “surrounding” and said she positioned 
the words there “because it impacts her” (interview, May 27, 2017). Choice is about conscious 
agency in design as well as concept. Krause (2004) referred to it as “opportunism and instinct” 
(p. 91). Choice may be more like a continuum (Figure 26).  Aubrey made intentional choices in 
the example above, but she did not talk about those choices in highly technical terms.  Therefore, 
she exhibited awareness in various degrees on the continuum.  In the coding, explicit and 
implicit references were noted.  Aubrey used content-specific languages approximately half of 
the times she mentioned rhetoric, for example, or academic writing strategies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 26. Continuum of intentional choice. 
 
 Revision to build awareness. In process, revision is important.  Mrs. Kelly arranged for 
informal peer editing.  Aubrey found peer editing useful: 
Highly aware- conscious choice Unaware- spontaneous 
Bottom: Kandinsky (1977) terms 
Impression 
 
Composition Improvisation 
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Aubrey: So we do most peer editing stuff before we finalize our project, my table was 
very helpful and they liked the idea and Roxanne told me how to improve it and stuff.  
And, like she told me to change the font cuz it had like, I think it had more bolded in it 
and stuff and she was like you can’t really read it that way, you should do this.  So, they 
helped me through my project. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Peer editing creates opportunities for the students to become more aware of how their choices 
affect audience.  This is an important aspect of developing and refining ideas.  Aubrey had talked 
about how her ideas came to her quickly, “it was somewhat of like building one idea off of 
another.”  Csikszentmihalyi (2013) characterized this stage as elaboration.  For example, 
After an insight occurs, one must check it out to see if the connections genuinely make 
sense.  The painter steps back from the canvas to see whether the composition works, the 
poet rereads the verse with a more critical eye, the scientist sits down to do the 
calculations or run the experiments.  Most lovely insights never go any farther, because 
under the cold light of reason fatal flaws appear.  But if everything checks out, the slow 
and often routine work of elaboration begins. (p. 104)   
After peer editing, Aubrey continued the difficult work of seeing a project through to 
completion, or the work of elaboration.  She said that many of her peers finished early, because 
they chose to use Instagram.  Drawing occupied the bulk of her time, but “that was my decision,” 
she insisted, “and I liked my decision.”  Her decision to create a comic, to do something “a lot 
different” from what everyone else (according to her) was doing, was an exercise of agency.  As 
elaboration begins, however, awareness becomes important.  As Csikszentmihalyi (2013) 
suggested, the magic of technical skill, opportunity, and intuition come under greater scrutiny.  
This was also a point of great opportunity in learning communities.   
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Intentional choices in digital multimodal composition. Technical quality could be part 
of an ongoing assessment process (Eisner, 2002).  Technical quality is “the extent to which the 
material with which the student’s work has been handled with control and understanding” 
(Eisner, 2002, p. 183).  When a student successfully uses technical understanding, this 
intelligence results in intended effect upon audience (Eisner, 2002).  Mrs. Kelly said she wanted 
her students to be conscious of their choices in relation to their multimedia literacies. 
Mrs. Kelly: So, like again, going back to this idea that our students are already writers, 
like they’re already playing with these tricks and they’re not even conscious of it, you 
know what I mean? (interview, June 12,  2016 ). 
She continued to trouble the supremacy of academic languages in her classroom, worrying “Why 
should I, as a teacher, say, ‘no you can’t do this, yes you can do this’ and like set these truly 
arbitrary rules for language and writing, right?” (Interview, June 12, 2016).  She later said, “let’s 
instead analyze why we’re making those choices and if those are the best choices to 
communicate purpose” (interview, June 12, 2016). 
A few months prior to this interview, Mrs. Kelly said of using memes and emoticons, 
“these are like choices we are making ” (interview, May 29, 2016).  Her argument continued and 
her voice became more adamant: 
Mrs. Kelly: And telling them, you’re doing this already, right?  So, it’s not like you have 
to learn something totally new, it’s like you have to learn this certain way of doing things.  
You are already a writer, you’re already making choices, let’s just make you aware of 
why you’re making those choices and HOW those choices affect the communication 
process. (interview, May 29, 2016) 
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Awareness: Showing learning in digital multimodal composition. Teenagers do not 
think they are writing, though they engaging in digital writing every day (Lenhart, Arafeh, & 
Smith, 2008).  Aubrey repeated this assumption when she claimed the other students did not 
have to write, “I know most people didn’t have to write, cuz they did things like Instagram and 
that wasn’t like a major thing, they only had to add little side comments” (interview, May 27, 
2017).  Writing for her was also literal; she did not see her drawings as writing and referred to 
them separately.  She referenced both images and words as telling a story, which suggests that 
visual rhetoric has the potential to change this perspective about writing through an awareness of 
shifts in composition studies (Palmeri, 2012).  Potential in nurturing awareness of multimodality 
was also evident in Mrs. Kelly’s thoughts on adjustments to the first iteration of the intervention.  
In the following excerpt, Mrs. Kelly reflected on how students used narrative in their visual 
compositions.  She said students were very conscious of creating a story about self in the 
presentation of images that could be leveraged for visual analysis. 
Mrs. Kelly: I think that is something I would want to break down and analyze a little bit 
further before they do their final projects next time.  Like when we are online, well yeah, 
it’s this great opportunity for us to connect with each other, but how conscious are we of 
this face that we’re creating?  And how conscious are we of the fact that everybody else 
around us that everybody else around us is also creating a face? ... I would want it to be a 
key part. (interview, May 29, 2017) 
Mrs. Kelly’s reflection illustrated an exploration of audience and purpose.  An opportunity 
existed here for Mrs. Kelly to underscore the “already writers” emphasis.  Pre-AP focuses on 
rhetoric and composition.  In a previous example, a student used vocabulary words in her text-
based introduction to a YouTube video.  Online discussions also provided opportunities for 
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students to write and share multimedia resources.  Mrs. Kelly had also expressed an interest in 
using everyday social languages, such as memes, to teach language skills.  According to Mrs. 
Kelly, “it seems more accessible than a traditional essay that we might read when we’re looking 
at diction, syntax, and tone, you know?” (interview, May 29, 2017). 
 In another discussion about teaching writing, Mrs. Kelly considered how freedom, such 
as inviting the students to use the social languages and media with which they compose 
everyday, generated the best work from her students. 
Mrs. Kelly: Something I feel like I’ve been looking at more towards for the kids now, is 
asking them to look at themselves as people who write already.  So, typically, a very 
traditional way of teaching writing is to say there is a certain format, you are going to 
write an essay, you have an introduction, a few body paragraphs, a conclusion, you have 
your thesis statement, in this part.  A very kind of structured way of doing it.  But, I find 
that when I give students the most freedom, and the least set of expectations, is when 
their writing is the best.  It’s the most authentic, it’s the most creative, it’s inspiring.  And 
so, in that way, I almost feel like I want to work with kids to go kind of backwards in 
their writing, to say, ‘you are already writers and let’s look at the choices you are making 
as a writer.  Like how are you using your words? how are you using your 
punctuation?  Like, what tone are you trying to establish?’  Um ... and ask them to kind of 
think backwards through that.  And also to analyze each others writing, as well, to see 
‘like my peer has made these choices.’ (interview, June 12, 2016) 
Mrs. Kelly was also talking about a fundamental shift in her teaching.  She felt that helping 
students make connections between everyday literacy practices would increase relevancy in the 
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classroom.  These connections also exemplified the intersections of discourse communities, 
which was at the heart of the DSP.   
Mrs. Kelly: I almost feel like getting that is the groundwork, the foundation.  I don’t 
know, it makes it feel a little bit more like grassroots, organic, authentic something along 
those lines of like, rather than it being kind of like this is the way it has to be, and forcing 
that on them, letting them kind of discover the writing process for themselves and seeing 
how their peers are doing and kind of letting it grow and develop from there. (interview, 
June 12, 2016) 
Learning in Aubrey’s digital comic looked like a successfully communicated message.  Similar 
to the view Mrs. Kelly expressed above, learning in DMC reflected an awareness of how to use 
conventions, languages, and visual grammars for rhetorical purposes. 
Awareness as insight. Intentional choice was one way that the data revealed awareness.  
Insight represented a dawning realization or a sudden awareness of a personal connection in the 
data.  For example, Mrs. Kelly described how students engaged in a tabletop blog activity.  She 
wrote quotes from different perspectives about the benefits and drawbacks of social media on 
large poster paper and placed them on tables around the room.  The students walked from poster 
to poster and left comments.  In the beginning, the students commented on the quote and 
responded in more formal, academic tones.  After a while, they began to respond to other 
responses and the tone took a different turn.  They became increasingly mean. 
Mrs. Kelly: … and we talk about how that replicates the online world a lot of times you 
don’t see the other person, you know what I mean?   
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Another example of insight occurred during the first iteration.  Mrs. Kelly and her students 
listened to a podcast about de-cluttering technology mediated lives.  There was one episode that 
particularly piqued the students’ interest about face-to-face conversation. 
 And in the episode they talk about how kids these days are often reluctant to have face-
to-face conversations to settle their problems, especially with adults, you know what I 
mean?  That they would rather compose their lives really well. (interview, May 29, 2016) 
She then explained how the students responded: 
Mrs. Kelly: [Imitating a student voice]: ‘That’s true! It’s really hard for us, for me, to go 
and talk to a teacher or like any adult or authority, I prefer to write an email to them.  
Sometimes when I have a conflict, I do try and solve it over text message because then I 
can compose it perfectly.’ (interview, May 29, 2016) 
The podcast and subsequent discussion were an opportunity for students to reflect on how 
composing, specifically ensuring that a message is conveyed, was part of their lives.  Interest 
often presaged the realizations for her students.  If they found the content relevant, they were 
more apt to make the connections Mrs. Kelly hoped they would make. 
Identity and Learner-Awareness in Digital Multimodal Composition 
Identity was central to the DMC process for Aubrey and the other students.  Mrs. Kelly’s 
reflections and discussion revealed that the importance of composing the self for an audience 
was paramount for students.  An example that stood out to me came as a serendipitous discovery 
of the definition of ‘avatar’: “the graphical representation of a user of a digital media product 
functioning as a focus for the user’s agency within a virtual world” (Liboriussen, 2014, p. 37).  
In her comic, Aubrey presented herself at the end as her avatar from the popular video game, 
Skyrim.  This character possessed literary aspects, corresponding with visual rhetoric.  In order 
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to reinforce the text, “But I think I’m living life just fine,” Aubrey presented a heroic figure 
donning a crown and wielding a scythe.  Vygotsky (1991) underscored the importance of 
imagination in children, asserting that children try on roles in play.  Here, Aubrey presented not a 
possible self, but her self.  In the following excerpt from the screen cast interview, she began 
with the image of her being sucked into the computer: 
Aubrey: So, I would want to redraw this, make it better and more detailed, maybe like 
emphasize … I don’t know if anyone saw, but I started off with grey and as I got happier 
within the story the colors got brighter and I'm- there's brown that got into my hair and 
the blue got a lot brighter. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
And then she stopped on the page with her avatar (Figure 27), and said: “and then it was like me.  
It’s just who I became.”  Aubrey made intentional choices with color to communicate a 
progression into happiness and into her self. 
Researcher: So, I think it's interesting that you say that as you become more yourself 
here, do you feel more yourself … you said this was the same as your avatar … do you 
feel connected to that? 
Aubrey:  Yeah, I feel like when I'm in a game it’s like I want to be that person in the 
game, so I should be who I am. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
In the literature review, other studies emphasized the importance of identity for students in 
composition (Ajayi, 2015; Doerr-Stevens, 2015; Vasudevan, Schultz, & Bateman, 2010). 
Throughout this case study, multiple examples surfaced in the process and resources students 
engaged in DMC.  Mrs. Kelly also discussed making learning more relevant for her students by 
showing them they are “already writers” and supporting them in learning how they use language 
and conventions to communicate in discourse communities. 
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Figure 27. This player has gone online. 
Conclusion 
In the data, the three broad themes that emerged were resources, process, and awareness.  
Each converged and connected with the others at fluid and moving points.  Showing the 
resources Aubrey brought to composing was going to be a starting point.  As previously 
discussed, these resources were drawn from various discourses for the unique purpose of 
communicating something about identity for an audience from different communities.  In 
process, Aubrey negotiated and organized her resources.  She brought them together for an 
unique rhetorical situation.  Finally, in awareness, she was both making intentional choices and 
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unconscious choices in the process of leveraging resources for her project.  However, intentional 
or not, she was clearly successful in using linguistic and visual languages, as well as social 
conventions to convey her message. 
The DSP project created a unique space for discourse communities to come into visible 
contact.  Students were invited to engage with the media and social languages they use outside of 
school.  Aubrey illustrated how social languages serve rhetorical purposes, allowing her to 
connect in meaningful ways to her audience.  Conventions, typically internalized and 
unconscious, provided structure for Aubrey’s experimentation with visual and multimodal 
resources. 
The world is largely visual.  Mitchell (2002) proclaimed that “to live in any culture 
whatsoever is to live in a visual culture” (p. 174). Visuality surpasses biological vision, or 
seeing, and encompasses our social practices and synesthetic experiences (Mitchell, 2002).  In 
short, seeing is superseded by practices of looking (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009).  The visual is a 
starting point, an anchor for our rhetorical approaches in a digital age.  However, visual rhetoric 
scholars have long acknowledged that the visual plays but a part in the combination of modes 
meaning (Handa, 2004; Rose, 2016).  While some insist upon a separate language for reading 
images (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; O’Toole, 2011) and grammars for multimodality (Kress & 
van Leeuwen, 2001; Kress, 2010), traditional rhetoric and visual rhetoric share many common 
vocabularies and concepts.  While it is true that words and images are fundamentally different 
and communicate in very different ways (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003), rhetoric offers salient 
connections.  D/design has a rhetorical objective, but provides a language of the technical aspects 
of the visual where linguistic rhetoric cannot. 
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The field of visual rhetoric is a space to examine how visual images teach students to 
make meaning (Ott & Dickinson, 2009, p. 393).  In Chapter II, social semiotics or semiotic 
resources illustrated how people draw on many aspects of cultural signs and symbols to make 
meaning.  These resources can be utilized in D/design.  In this chapter, I preferred to use a more 
broad term that emerged from the data and research question, resources.  Resources included the 
semiotic resources, cultural conventions, and other signs and symbols available to us for 
meaning making.  Yet, resources can also involve technical skill, assets like strengths or talent, 
identity (Gee, 2014), and other funds of knowledge (Moje et al., 2004).  Resources are used to 
make meaning, but ‘resource’ also functions as a term that casts a wide net.  In the research 
question drawn from Emig’s (1971) landmark study on composing, “What resources do students 
bring to the multimodal composing process?” the word ‘resources’ was left opaque to underscore 
the discovery of what constitutes the raw material and assets in digital composing practices.  In 
the context of the DSP, social and academic languages were also resources, providing material, 
each with a distinct affordances or constraints that a composer must address to leverage full 
potential.  
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Chapter V: Summary and Discussion 
“Our students are already writers” 
-Mrs. Kelly, interview, June 12, 2016 
 
“That was also an idea that I had before I did the writing … I had the idea of gaming at 
the time.  I like the idea of being sucked into a different world, so I definitely had that 
idea before the writing” 
-Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017  
Summary 
This study was prompted and developed through a collaboration to design and implement 
an intervention in digital multimodal composition (DMC).  More specifically, as a teacher, 
teacher educator, and researcher, I pursued my personal interests by combining both teaching 
and research in this study that is my dissertation.  Through formative experiment, 
multimodalities, and visual rhetoric, the findings of this research present the interconnected and 
recursive process of composing with resources from multiple discourse communities.  As Mrs. 
Kelly stated in the quote above, “our students are already writers.”  This dissertation suggests the 
role of the educator is to make connections visible, or to make students more aware.  As Dewey 
(1934) reminded us, “There is no such thing as educational value in the abstract” (p. 46). 
This case study included Mrs. Kelly, a 10th grade Pre-Advanced Placement (AP) teacher, 
and Aubrey, a student from Mrs. Kelly’s 5th period class.  Participant interviews with Mrs. Kelly 
were semi-structured, open-ended, and included planning sessions for the DMC intervention, as 
well as discussions around ‘looking closely’ (Hicks, 2015) at student work.  Interviews ranged 
from 35 minutes to several hours.  Aubrey’s interview was a screencast, or an audio and video 
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recording of our discussion of her digital comic, Offline.  Screencast software allowed me to 
capture Aubrey’s movements on screen while she read and reflected on Offline.  Constant 
comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) was used throughout the study and contributed to 
the development of initial codes for data analysis.  Emergent codes, combined with deductive 
codes from the literature and research questions, generated 64 inductive codes and subcodes.  
The codes were drawn primarily from interviews and artifacts (e.g., correspondence with Mrs. 
Kelly, planning documents, assignments, student work, etc.).  After the development of the code 
book, several cycles of coding (Saldaña, 2016) involving three separate coders produced three 
broad topical themes: Resources, process, and awareness.  Visual rhetoric framed the case study, 
providing a lens for looking at the DMC process for Aubrey and her teacher, Mrs. Kelly.   
In Chapter IV, the three major themes– process, resources, and awareness– were 
presented within the context of Aubrey’s digital comic, Offline, and supported by reflections 
from Mrs. Kelly.  Essentially, this dissertation looked at the resources one student brought to 
DMC and how researchers and teachers might leverage those assets for assessment without 
sacrificing “fun, open, relevant, and rigorous” curriculum (Mrs. Kelly, correspondence, June 24, 
2017).  The findings in this case suggest that assessment can become part of the composing 
process and support student learning, not just learning outcomes.  Implications will be discussed 
in greater detail at the end of the chapter. 
Mrs. Kelly significantly shaped the path of the DMC intervention through the Digital Self 
Portrait (DSP) project we designed, and she implemented.  Fundamental to her approach was a 
belief that her students were “already writers.”  We (Mrs. Kelly and I) designed the DSP project 
and learner-centered assessments to help students make meaningful connections between 
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everyday digital composing practices and the expectations of English language arts (ELA).  Yet 
the path was not necessarily an easy one: 
Over the course of the last two years, some of those ideas have been put to the test.   
Basically how does individual exploration happen, especially when other factors such as 
students’ preconditioning, school culture, academic expectations, etc. are involved? (Mrs. 
Kelly, correspondence, June 24, 2017) 
But paths, by definition, are not planned or paved.  Rather, they are formed by continual 
use, or as the saying goes, “we make the road by walking” (Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 3).  
Educators and researchers draw on resources of their own, from theory to experience, to guide 
them.  The problem inherent in the way our classrooms are constructed is that individual paths 
for students, or what Mrs. Kelly called “individual exploration,” are not easily supported.  
Standardized tests, as well as curricular expectations and other assessment structures, are not 
geared toward way finding. 
Building upon previous chapters, this chapter provides a summary and discussion of the 
study, how the findings contribute to scholarship in digital multimodal composition, and 
implications and recommendations for future research.   
Discussion 
Research Question  
In what ways do students experience the process of digital multimodal composition? 
When technology and multimodal composing processes are integrated into curriculum 
centered on rhetoric and composition, social, academic, and visual languages coalesce.  The 
three themes that emerged in this case study include: Resources, Process, and Awareness.  Each 
theme is discussed below. 
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Resources. Digital multimodal composition created a unique opportunity for students to 
draw on a multitude of resources, including knowledge, skills, affinities and experiences.  
Resources were drawn from various discourse communities or lifeworlds (Gee, 2014).  The DSP 
was especially unique in that resources from various communities were encouraged, giving 
students the freedom to use conventions particular to different spaces in novel ways.  
Conventions are the rules that guide behaviors and codes in discourse communities.  
Conventions shape and are shaped by the members of communities (Kostelnick & Hassett, 
2003).  Aubrey’s use of social languages (such as text-speak) or visual languages (such as 
emojis) allowed her to express her experience as an outsider: “I am not someone who uses social 
media” (interview, May 27, 2017). 
Identity as a resource. This project made identity explicit; it was written into the purpose 
of the DSP assignment.  However, the visibility of the resources drawn from different discourse 
communities demonstrated that there are no real thresholds.  Aubrey drew on her academic 
resources, but with less intention or awareness than her social resources, such as her identity 
(gamer and artist) or positionality (non-social media user).  Aubrey talked about her intention in 
using emojis to connect with her peers and the color blue to signal connections to Facebook. 
I thought if I use emojis it would connect to people. I really want to connect with 
everyone, so even if they're like “I really don’t see it from her perspective … oh! but 
she's using emojis, so something's happening,” so. Then, I thought for this one, [points to 
image], “it has its benefits,” I really thought about Facebook for that, which is why I used 
this blue color. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Aubrey also drew on her writer identity as an academic resource.  She discussed the writing 
explicitly, as when she said:  
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I think even looking at the story kind of part of it that the writing … I think I am totally 
right with that. I am so confident about the writing.  The writing I really did take my time 
on.  I wanted to make sure everyone understood.” (interview, May 27, 2017)   
However, she did not name specific writing conventions, even when she used them.  An example 
of rhetoric was visible in her discussion about conveying a message to an audience, as well as the 
example of using ‘offline’ and ‘online’ as a controlling metaphor throughout her piece.  Implicit 
in her discussion of her comic were other academic conventions, such as analogy in ‘this player 
has gone offline.”    
Just as Jackson (2015) asserted, writers are always writing.  The concept of resources, 
like available resources in social semiotics (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; NLG, 1996) or remix 
(Irvine, 2015; Navas, 2015), is based on the idea that all material is available for meaning 
making.  The intersection of discourses encourages novelty (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003) and 
creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013).  Even professionals working in multimodality draw on 
interdisciplinary resources (Rowsell, 2013).   
Identity intersects with all of our discourse communities in various ways.  However, 
perhaps the greatest connection to this study is the assertion that “interest and curiosity tend to be 
stimulated by positive experiences with family, by a supportive emotional environment, by a rich 
cultural heritage, by exposure to many opportunities, and by high expectations” 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2013, p. 327).  Bringing these communities and disciplines into “greater 
companionship” (Mrs. Kelly, interview, June 12, 2016) can stimulate interest, curiosity, and 
perseverance (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013, p. 327).  This is similar to what Duckworth (2016) has 
since termed ‘grit.’  The former statement made by Csikszentmihalyi also suggests that it may be 
possible to cultivate grit through relevant learning experiences.  Mrs. Kelly made a similar 
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connection when she said that she wanted to make the “project fun, open, and relevant while also 
making it academically ‘rigorous’” (correspondence, June 24, 2017).  This underscored another 
important point, that high expectations play a part.  An emphasis on expectations reiterates the 
idea that creativity and flow are reinforced by technical skill, or ability.  In the discussion on the 
themes of process and awareness, overt instruction connects with the idea of cultivating 
intentional choices and building skills in DMC, such as rhetoric or visual rhetoric. 
Process. Nonlinear composing practices characterized Aubrey’s process.  In the 
introduction to this dissertation, I referred to research that suggested students do not see their 
digital composing as “real writing” (Lenhart, Arafeh, & Smith, 2008, para. 4).  Aubrey exhibited 
this assumption, as well, by making a distinction between her visual composition and writing 
composition processes:  
I would say it was like somewhat writing. I know most people didn't have to write, cuz 
they did things like Instagram and that wasn't like a major thing, they only had to add 
little side comments. But, for my project I would say I had to think of things to convey 
my message, to create a story that was like someone from the outside perspective could 
look in and be like, ‘oh, so that's what she's going through.’ So, I would say my project 
definitely involved writing to it because I had to convey a message somehow that's not 
just through pictures (interview, May 27, 2017). 
However, the DSP made connections visible between ‘pictures’ and writing.  Text and 
images worked together to convey Aubrey’s message, displaying a visual rhetorical approach.  
Similarly, Mrs. Kelly claimed that her students drew on a “verbal-visual blend” (Harvey, 1996, 
p. 152). 
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I feel like the two main ways that we are communicating through our social media is first 
through text, right?  So every platform is going to have some form of text, maybe except 
for Pinterest.  That was kind of hard for some of my kids.  Secondly, images. I would say 
they're pretty much equal in weight and how kids are communicating, through text and 
images (Mrs. Kelly, interview, May 29, 2016).  
Similar to Aubrey and Mrs. Kelly, another student, Jodi, said she did not see her images and re-
posts in her blog as writing.  However, she did make a connection between creativity and 
identity. 
Art has always been something that I really, really like to do.  And this is not 
necessarily art, but I think anything that you start from scratch somehow is going to 
reflect your creativity and who you are and involve that part of you know, your self.  And 
I really like it.  I like the way it came out.  It looks good.  It shows who I am. (Jodi, June 
4, 2017). 
Jodi, like Aubrey, saw her use of resources as part of a creative process.  She talked about 
how her ideas were “all over the place;” however, Jodi felt that this reflected not only her 
process, but also something about her self (Jodi, interview, June 4, 2017).  Another student, 
Rhianna, said that the platform she used, PHHHOTO® (since renamed HYPNO ® Booth), 
allowed users to “customize to your self” through various filters for photos and videos 
(interview, June 2, 2017).  The DSP project, part of the ongoing formative experiment, was 
unique in that it created a visible space for bringing different social languages, discourse 
communities, and skill sets to an academic task.  These connections underscored the resources 
Aubrey drew on in order to successfully execute her digital comic, Offline.   
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Students are already writers. As members of discourse communities, people learn how to 
communicate and use available resources (Gee, 2014).  This is often an unconscious process.   
The youngest of children learn language this way, as part of cultural communities.  However, it 
is a process that rests on agency.  Agency in Aubrey’s process was visible through choices.  Her 
reflection revealed that she was always making decisions that instilled a sense of ownership.  
How am I going to convey a message?  I felt I did that my own way.  So, that's why this 
is probably one of the best projects I've ever done in school. (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 
2017)   
Agency was visible in the choices Aubrey made, but also in her ability to draw on her strengths 
to meet the challenges of the task at hand.  These early stages of her process mirrored invention 
in the rhetorical canons.  Aubrey used available resources to guide invention and arrangement, or 
to influence where the project went and how it came together. 
Additionally, Aubrey used available resources from different discourse communities to 
communicate with her audience.  Her audience was a complicated assemblage, intersecting with 
several communities.  I would argue, however, that this is the norm.  We are different kinds of 
people (Gee, 2014) in different contexts, and these spaces are always in flux (Latour, 2007).  For 
example, student projects were composed almost exclusively in social media and the success of 
the projects rested on the idea that each of their social languages is a valid form of 
communication.  
Experimentation with social conventions contribute to creativity; however, the more 
conscious or intentional the improvisation, the more equipped students are to generate novelty 
with existing material or resources.  This is not to say that overt instruction or formal education 
is not necessary.  The research on creativity, for example, shows that when we have technical 
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skill, we can be ready to use inspiration more fully (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013).  In the canon of 
arrangement or design, experimentation is supported by skill.  Aubrey improvised, but this was a 
process of leveraging her resources and technical ability to execute her ideas.  A specific 
example would be the use of the face with ‘OFFLINE’ written in all caps.  In the same frame and 
in the upper panel, she maximized the emotional appeal of the powerful ‘offline’ image with the 
isolation experienced by the girl with her world turned upside down. 
The majority of the DSP project took place in the spaces intersecting with social groups 
and the content-specific discourses of ELA; however, when the principal or assistant principal 
came in, the audience and purpose shifted slightly.  Furthermore, the students in Mrs. Kelly’s 
class are also members of the larger school community, which was a self-described high 
achieving school.  Part of the work of impressing members of this community was showing 
academic mastery.  For Mrs. Kelly, her point of connection may have always been moving in 
that center point, between the three.  She was aware of the stakeholders, standards and content, 
and a desire to make learning relevant for her students.   
Drawing on social languages in the composition process represented a risk for Mrs. 
Kelly.  Similarly, Bartholomae (2005) was not “convinced that the result ... can or should be an 
equal appreciation or acceptance of all forms of thought or expression” (p. 124).  Instead, 
Bartholomae remained “convinced that the problems of language require wary as well as 
generous attention” (p. 124).  However, educators often see the languages or writing that 
students bring with them as “other,” (Bartholomae, 2005, p. 114), which also risks the exclusion 
of students’ assets because they may not readily connect to our expectations for academic 
discourses.  While Bartholomae was discussing student writing whose logic does not match 
academic expectations, this could also be true of other forms of writing with which we are either 
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unfamiliar or do not see as a legitimate form in ELA.  “Specialized discourse” is another way of 
looking at the specific forms of academic writing (Bartholomae, 2005, p. 78) and is part of the 
content discourse community previously discussed.  The concept of specialized discourses also 
ties into awareness of images, and the visual rhetorical approach that asks students to become 
more intentional and aware of audience, context, and expectations- and how to communicate 
with multimodal texts. 
 Awareness. Aubrey demonstrated visual rhetorical awareness when she considered how 
she was going to “convey my message” or communicate her perspective.  She wanted to create a 
story where “someone from the outside perspective could look in and be like, ‘Oh, so that's what 
she's going through’” (interview, May 27, 2016).  In her comic, she used images and text to 
“make sure everyone understood.”  While that particular statement was about the time and care 
she dedicated to writing, there were other points that showed that she may not have been making 
conscious visual rhetorical choices, but was making choices all the same.  One example was 
when she drafted the image (Figure 28) with ‘OFFLINE’ written in all caps across her blank 
face: 
I wrote the story first then I’m like, as I looked at it I'm like: well maybe … maybe I 
should have something here, so like ‘but without a phone it gets kind of lonely’ [points to 
image] I remember thinking: maybe I should do something with like my world is upside 
down or something.  Why not just have me upside down and then like I have … I can’t 
just have me upside down, I should have people connected to something … people 
talking on phones.  So, that’s where this image came [from] and I think I remember the 
book, Wonder, I believe I read in 5th grade, and the kid had “Wonder” on his face.  And I 
was like, ‘I kind of relate to that.’ (Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017) 
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Figure 28. ‘OFFLINE.’ 
Overt instruction: Opportunities to develop awareness. Rhetoric is often referred to as 
the ‘art of rhetoric’ because there is a level of skill and knowledge necessary before style is 
developed.  Aubrey’s visual rhetoric in Figure 27 shows an appeal to pathos.  She drew on the 
comic convention of dividing a frame into panels, giving prominence to the faceless figure in the 
front with the word ‘OFFLINE’ gazing back at the viewer.  The upside down figure is lighter and 
smaller than the other figures, and seems to recede into the background.  Was Aubrey conscious 
of this visual rhetoric maneuver?  It is hard to assert a definitive answer, but she did not 
explicitly name, in technical terms, what she was doing.  Connections between resources and 
process must be reinforced through overt instruction to cultivate awareness for students.  Often 
students are operating on an intuitive level, largely unconscious of process.  However, once 
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students step back to examine, reflect, or engage in revision, then more conscious choices are 
possible.  Creating distance after invention is what Csikszentmihalyi (2013) called ‘elaboration.’  
Kandinsky (1977) referred to revision as part of a process of improvisation in movement toward 
more deliberate and skilled creation, or composition.  
 Overt instruction (NLG, 1996) is important because teachers can support students in 
cultivating intentional choices and becoming more adept at recognizing the best visual resources 
to meet a variety of rhetorical purposes.  Immersion alone is not sufficient for learning, but 
depends on overt instruction to supplement experiences (NLG, 1996).  Scaffolding support to 
guide students toward learning they could not otherwise gain through immersion is what 
Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development suggested.  Overt instruction in flexible 
learning experiences emphasizes social learning mediated through a more knowing other.  
Communities of Practice (CoP; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and participatory cultures 
(Jenkins et al., 2006) also emphasize a balance between agency and mentorship in an 
environment stimulated by relevant, meaningful work.  Mrs. Kelly understood this concept and 
tried to be conscious of creating a learning environment conducive to this approach. 
Mrs. Kelly: I still think the teacher should be more of a coach or mentor than the 
instructor with the rules and knowledge.  The teacher’s role should be to create 
opportunities for self-exploration where students can take what they’re naturally curious 
about to compel them toward greater knowledge and understanding. (Mrs. Kelly, 
correspondence, June 24, 2017) 
Overt instruction can contribute to an increased awareness in how we read multimodal 
and visual texts.  Aubrey brought various resources to composing, which shows that even when 
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she was not being intentional, or at the very least methodically explicit, about her choices, she 
was drawing on experience and prior learning.   
The more students are exposed to and supported in reading multimodal and digital texts, 
the more conscious they will be in the differences from print-based reading (Turner & Hicks, 
2015).  For example, in the digital comic Aubrey illustrated and posted, the reader can move 
forward and backwards because of the affordances of the Google Plus8 medium.  Most readers 
will most likely follow the narrative in a linear way.  The difference between Google Plus and, 
for instance, a digital video, is that the viewer can spend as much time as she wants with an 
image.  The more her eyes move over an image the more she notices (Hiippala, 2012).  More 
importantly, when viewers are directed in ways to look at an image, viewing patterns change 
(Hiippala, 2012).  Learning to use languages specific to images (O’Toole, 2011) has the potential 
to shape our reading, and writing, of visual and multimodal texts. 
Research Subquestions 
The overarching question of this study asked in what ways do students experience the 
process of digital multimodal composition, particularly focusing on the Offline project composed 
by Aubrey.  In addition, this research and study sought to answer four additional subquestions: 
How do students compose digital multimodal projects? (i.e., what is the composing process?); 
What resources do students bring to the digital multimodal composing process?; what academic 
and everyday literacies do students use in the process?; and what does learning look like in 
digital multimodal composition?  
How do students compose digital multimodal projects (i.e., what is the composing 
process)? In many ways, Aubrey moved through the various rhetorical canons in her process.  In 
the invention stage, the creative process was visible and she was ‘ready’ to execute ideas because 
                                                
8 Social networking site from Google. 
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she had the freedom to decide how she would approach the task.  Aubrey drew on diverse 
resources from multiple discourse communities, affinities, and strengths to develop an idea.  
Opportunity and intuition (Krause, 2004) were instrumental in deciding on a topic as well as 
other areas, such as design, or arrangement.  Aubrey's style was evident in the way she 
elaborated on the various conventions she brought to comic composition.  Delivery, the canon, 
which focuses on how the message is conveyed, in this case a digital comic, came into the 
earliest of stages, during invention.  The platform she used became instrumental in the processes 
of invention, design, and style.  The process was inspired by an almost unconscious use of 
resources and spontaneous events.  Aubrey was not fully conscious of the academic or social 
resources that she had internalized.   
What resources do students bring to the digital multimodal composing process?  
Previously, a discussion around discourse communities, or the various social, academic, and 
subgroup specific communities of which she was a part, was meant to highlight what the data 
revealed.  Simply stated, Aubrey brought many different languages to her DMC.  She drew from 
youth culture, with social media conventions; comic culture, with visual rhetoric; and academic 
discourses, with internalized narrative structures and rhetorical frames of reference.  Visual 
images and other symbols are part of the languages in which students engage.  They used these 
multifarious languages with and without intention.  Knowledge of audience, speaker (identity) 
and purpose–rhetorical triangle– were also resources that framed the process.  
Aubrey's identity as an artist gave her the confidence to start the process and persist 
through it.  She also identified with a writer identity, saying that she was confident in her writing, 
as well: “...even looking at the story kind of part of it that the writing … I think I am totally right 
with that, I am so confident about the writing.  The writing I really did take my time on” 
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(Aubrey, interview, May 27, 2017).  She also possessed the technical skill to execute her vision.  
She talked about a specific digital drawing tool, SketchBook Pro, which enabled her to compose 
and then post in Google Plus. 
What academic and everyday literacies do students use in the process? Aubrey's 
facility with the process suggests that other students may also experience a confluence of 
academic and everyday literacies in the DMC.  The use of academic literacies was just as 
unconscious as her everyday literacies; however, these literacies were readily used in her DMC.  
Aubrey’s facility with visual rhetoric and ELA concepts suggested that she has internalized those 
literacies.  She used general rather than content-specific vocabulary of rhetoric, such as “convey 
a message” (interview, May 27, 2017).  In other instances she talked about using visual images 
to persuade her audience and enhance her message, but did not specifically call upon the 
vocabulary of visual rhetoric.  An example of this was the use of emojis (Figure 29) to 
emphasize her ambivalent feelings toward social media.  Research suggests that people learn 
discourses in social communities as a matter of interaction within them (Gee, 2014).  
Conventions, too, are internalized as people read and write different genres (Kostelnick & 
Hassett, 2003).   
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Figure 29. Emojis add emotion to text. 
Teachers in the Pew survey worried about the “creep” of everyday literacies (Lenhart et 
al., 2008), such as text-speak, in academic writing.  Aubrey showed a sophisticated 
consciousness of when and where to use particular languages, images/symbols, and conventions 
in the DSP.  Awareness of audience, purpose, and related conventions contributed to her ability 
to use everyday literacies when appropriate.  The concepts of ‘creep’ and intentionality beg the 
question of whether it is important that students can name why and how they make choices, or 
whether internalization is enough. 
What does learning look like in digital multimodal composition? A successful artifact 
suggested rhetorical mastery.  Combinations of images and text that do different kinds of work in 
the multimodal whole showed that Aubrey knew how to use the affordances of different modes.  
Learning may look like conscious choices made visible through a harmonious whole.  Aubrey’s 
narrative, illustrations, and use of modes and discourses illustrated that she has internalized 
aspects of academic languages, such as rhetoric.  As outside evaluators, we can see that Aubrey 
has learned particular skills and discourses.  Her teacher, Mrs. Kelly, noted that after we had 
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followed the DSP project with more overt instruction in visual rhetoric, students did use more 
specific languages in discussing how they were reading and composing multimodality (field 
notes, June 1, 2017). 
Awareness of conscious choices is not always evident.  However, the effective use of 
images showed that Aubrey had internalized visual rhetoric.  Her deft use of the mythology 
(Barthes, 1957) or cultural ideas behind images, such as the series of social media conventions in 
the duck face, ab-shot, foodie images, showed a visual cultural understanding.  Drawing on 
academic learning over time, Aubrey composed a narrative that examined different perspectives 
and utilized rhetorical appeals.  Though this was not named, a visual rhetorical analysis of her 
comic showed that she used prior learning.  Additionally, references to cyberbullying and the YA 
novel Wonder revealed influence from the intervention content and other academic resources 
presented in school.  Reflection showed that Aubrey learned, or has learned previously, to rely 
on process to see her vision to the end product.  Learning also looked like curiosity and agency.  
Aubrey's reflection revealed that she was engaged in the process and explored other perspectives 
to highlight her own.   
Conclusion for research questions. In this section, which focuses on a synthesis of the 
research subquestions, I am going to frame the discussion using the writing process as an 
analogy for DMC.  In writing, the recursive process is well established.  Generally, the process 
begins with some kind of brainstorming, drafting, writing, revising, feedback, more revising, 
editing, and publishing.  It is not a linear process.  Writers are not always making painstaking, 
intentional choices every step of the way.  As Kandinsky (1977) suggested, it may be largely 
unconscious impressions, followed by improvisation.  Improvisation is a mixture of 
intentionality and experimentation.  It is more of a process of drawing on skills and a process of 
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developing of skills.  Lastly, a creator moves into composition.  In this final stage of the process, 
the creator draws on knowledge and expertise to carefully craft a product.  Likewise, Aubrey 
moved through play with resources, casting about for ideas and arranging them according to her 
ability.  She engaged in peer editing and ‘elaborated’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013) on her original 
ideas, refining them.  Lastly, by her own account, she worked harder than her peers at making 
sure everything was just right.  She said, while they had finished their projects early, she was still 
working. 
Most people in this class did Instagram, so they just … all they had to do was take 
photos.  So, it was like everyone was: I'm done with my thing, and I'm like: I'm still 
currently drawing.  So, that was probably a lighter issue, but that was my decision and I 
liked my decision. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
 In addition to the process, Aubrey demonstrated that students use social languages for 
rhetorical purposes.  Awareness may be key in supporting students who succumb to the ‘creep’ 
of informal writing when the task calls for more academic languages (Lenhart et al., 2008).  
However, working through the use of social languages reinforced identity and relevance.  As 
Mrs. Kelly also expressed, students are already writers, “they’re playing with these tricks and 
they’re not even conscious of it” (interview, June 12, 2016).  The connection is a conceptual one, 
then.  In other words, all languages have conventions.  Comic books have their own set of 
grammars.  Images have grammars, or rules, depending on context.  Academic languages are just 
another discourse community with “tricks” any student can learn. 
Implications for Assessment for the Ongoing Formative Experiment 
The findings suggest that assessment, as part of the DMC, can contribute to awareness of 
resources, as well as contribute to process and academic learning (e.g., meeting standards and 
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learning objectives).  In reality, the most liberating component of the DSP was the assessments.  
Mrs. Kelly relied on multiple assessments to reinforce the central idea behind the DSP, which 
was to maximize agency for students.  The self-contract provided a framework for students to 
name their terms.  In the DSP contracts (Appendix B), the section termed ‘creativity’ addressed 
convention and innovation. Articulating a plan was not easy for students to accomplish.  
According to Mrs. Kelly,  “It was hard for them to come up with their own contracts, which was 
interesting.  It was hard for them to be thinking critically and reflectively about how they are 
going to meet these different standards” (interview, May 29, 2016).  Future iterations of the 
formative experiment should include assessment design, or contracts, as an iterative part of the 
DMC process.  This way, teachers can identify where students need meaningful support to 
develop awareness and refine composition skills in multimodality. 
Mrs. Kelly also struggled with assessment.  She drew on multiple assessments, including 
reflection and self-grading.  For some of her students, awareness of what they were doing and 
why, and the choices they were making, were not apparent in their final product.  Reflection 
provided a space for students to articulate their choices and reflect on them.  Even for students 
whose projects could not sufficiently stand on their on their own provided opportunities for 
learning from the process through reflection.  Furthermore, in articulated what grade a student 
felt she deserved and why helped Mrs. Kelly assess whether or not they met the learning 
objectives for the DSP. 
If Aubrey’s digital comic were evaluated as a stand-alone artifact, it would meet or 
exceed expectations.  Aubrey’s comic had a clear narrative structure.  She successfully deployed 
the conventions of comics and also leveraged her academic knowledge to create novel 
connections with resources drawn from social media.  Visual rhetoric was evident, from the 
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arrangement of figures in space (such as the upside down girl among others) to her use of panels 
to create episodic sequences in time.  She used emojis to great effect, illustrating how the visual 
communicates something that the words alone could not.  Images and text accomplished 
different things, but worked together to inform the whole.  Aesthetic quality and skill of the work 
was also present.  Ball, Bowen, and Fenn (2013) suggested that evaluating final products without 
reflection is a practice similar to grading a final essay.  In other words, the final product should 
be evaluated on its own merits.  The context for that approach was higher education, and the 
authors acknowledged that this was not the appropriate assessment for every situation.  In Mrs. 
Kelly’s classroom, the students were learning and developing the ability to combine images, text, 
and other media to fulfill rhetorical purpose. The students were also using what they had already 
learned in ten years or more of schooling.  Reflection made the process visible and contractual, 
process-based assessments helped them elaborate on their work and their learning. 
Creativity and Effort  
Creativity and effort were the organizing logic behind the contract, the central assessment 
for the DSP (Appendix B).  Creativity and effort may be more apparent to skilled viewers 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2013).  Developing the skill to recognize conventions and learn visual 
rhetoric, for example, takes time.  A discerning and critical awareness may not always happen 
during the DMC process for students, but this is why it is important to include a process 
approach as part of the teaching/learning experiences.  People arrive at insights at different times. 
Thus, for assessment, effort might look like engagement during the process; but creativity and 
effort together show that the author has gone through the revision process and deployed, or 
learned, skills necessary to bring a vision to fruition.  A process approach also creates a social 
learning environment in which peers can help each other identify what works and what does not 
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work in a piece.  Aubrey’s comic, for example, was visually pleasing and the images and text 
complemented each other.  In her interview, she revealed that she revised the visual arrangement 
of words (font) and images to refine the effect on audience. 
We do most peer editing stuff before we finalize our project.  My table was very helpful 
and they liked the idea.  Lilly told me how to improve it and stuff.  Like, she told me to 
change the font ‘cuz it had like, I think it had more bolded in it and stuff, and she was like 
“you can't really read it that way, you should do this.”  So, they helped me through my 
project. (interview, May 27, 2017) 
Intellect and skill manifest as knowing what one is doing to bring a concept into material 
being, what Csikszentmihalyi (2013) called “knowing what needs to be done” (pp. 109-110).  
Beginning with clear goals is essential.  Mrs. Kelly said that some of her students were frustrated 
by the openness of the project, wishing instead to be “told what to do” (field notes, July 20, 
2017).   
Feedback ties into the peer editing and revision process that was part of the intervention.  
It also was a point for ‘elaboration’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013, p. 104), where creators could step 
back and assess the realization of ideas.  Aubrey clearly showed a balance between the task and 
technical ability.  As she drew images for her text, she began to see the project, and her 
perspective, take shape.   
 In Mrs. Kelly's classroom, rigor is the connection that addressed the tensions between 
“grim determination” and “freedom and adventure” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013, p. 342).  She 
thought it essential students have fun, and that her curriculum also be “open, relevant, and 
rigorous” (Mrs. Kelly, correspondence, June 24, 2017).  Experiences in the classroom, which 
create spaces for deep engagement, reflect the way professionals engage in work.   
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But whereas experts in a discipline usually love what they do, this emotion is generally 
not available to students or young practitioners.  Especially in the sciences, beginners see 
only the drudgery of the discipline.  Teachers rarely spend time trying to reveal the 
beauty and the fun of doing math or science; students learn that these subjects are ruled 
by grim determinism instead of the freedom and adventure that the experts experience.  
Not surprisingly, it is difficult to motivate young people to master aspects of the culture 
that seem cold and alienating.  As a result, knowledge in these areas might become 
eroded and creativity increasingly rare. (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013, p. 342)  
The DSP invited Aubrey to draw on her talents and interests to make meaningful connections to 
the course content. 
Implications and Recommendations for Multimodality  
This research has implications for researchers and educators interested in the digital 
multimodal composing processes of students and how educators can design or adapt assessments 
using visual rhetoric as a lens.  Findings indicated that students engaged in a recursive 
composing process in DMC that in many ways reflected the foundations of traditional rhetoric.  
Aubrey’s use of multifarious resources from different discourse communities suggests that 
purpose and audience can guide students in making more intentional choices.  Intentional choices 
are not always made in the design process.  Awareness was an important aspect either implicitly 
or explicitly present in Aubrey’s process.  One recommendation for future research is to explore 
elements of internalization of learning. 
Csikszentmihalyi (2013) claims that some of the greatest creative advancements occur 
when the lines between disciplines are permeable.  The free and unexpected exchange of ideas 
across domains has a revitalizing effect (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013).  He found that experts looking 
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at a problem from the perspective of another discipline yielded near immediate results: “Even 
though they do not think of themselves as interdisciplinary, their best work bridges realms of 
ideas” (p. 88).  His concept of creativity was also social, important in considering how students 
respond creatively to existing ‘canons’ or conventions, as they innovate.  Similarly, Rowsell 
(2013) found that multimodal professionals practiced interdisciplinary appropriation.  Designing 
curriculum and assessments with visual rhetoric can connect ELA with multimodality.  Images 
and text-based writing do different things (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; Kress, 2010).  However, 
rhetorical language and some rhetorical canons cross the visual-verbal divide (Goggin, 2004).    
The findings in this study suggest that students may use internalized academic resources, 
including visual rhetoric or multimodal knowledge, such as how modes work together; however, 
the use of resources was not always conscious.  Awareness was a major theme in the data and 
surfaces as either implicit or explicit; the participants either specifically referenced awareness or 
implied it through other words. 
Assessments that invite students to make choices, like the DSP contract, may function as 
tools for learning as an iterative part of the composing process.  Often, educators focus on the 
process in composing, but not for refining composition plans or self-assessments.  The contract 
was essential to a design plan.  Design choices also suggest that overt instruction in identifying 
rhetorical aims and the best possible devices or strategies is necessary.  Reflection, as another 
level of assessment, addresses the simple fact that not everyone will ‘get it’ at the same time.   
Assessment and reflection were important.  Mrs. Kelly wanted to give students agency in 
the learning process, but also knew that she would have to show learning to meet the 
expectations of stakeholders.  Yet, there were other aspects of the project that she saw as more 
valuable than assessment.  To borrow Mrs. Kelly's words, fun was absolutely essential. 
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Researcher: Is it important for them to have fun? 
Mrs. Kelly: I think it's essential for them to have fun with it.  I think ... OK, so like if one 
of the things that I want as a teacher is to address our humanity.  I think the best teaching 
speaks to something that is essential to our being, to our soul, to who we are, because 
that's the most important thing in life is that ... is that core essence of a person, 
right?  And I think that in order to do that with students, they need to like what they're 
doing.  If they don't like what they're doing, they're going to shut off, they're going to feel 
resentful.  They're only going to be responding on a superficial level. (interview, June 12, 
2016) 
Engagement has also been observed in multimodal research studies (Smith, 2014).  
However, engagement as a resource, as intrinsic motivation, deserves a second look.  According 
to Csikszentmihalyi (2013):  
Intrinsic motivation can be easily stifled. Boring schools, insensitive mentoring, rigid 
work environments, too many pressures and bureaucratic requirements can turn an 
exciting intellectual adventure into a chore and extinguish the sparks of creativity. (p. 
335) 
 This case study and dissertation explored an intervention in DMC.  It was a collaboration 
that was informed by a sincere desire to prepare students for success beyond the four walls of 
Mrs. Kelly’s classroom.  We wanted her students to be skilled in all of their literacies.  In 
essence, we wanted to challenge what constituted ‘school-sanctioned’ literacies. 
In bringing the dissertation to a close, I would like to share one of the last conversations 
Mrs. Kelly and I had about the study.  We were discussing whether the DSP addressed the 
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concerns of all stakeholders around preparing her students for rhetoric and composition in AP 
Language and Composition the following year.    
Mrs. Kelly: I feel like AP Lang and Comp and that type of writing develops a very 
important skill set.  But, for me, I want my perspective to be even farther beyond their AP 
test.  You know what I mean?  So, like yeah, if you can write a really great rhetorical 
analysis, that's awesome, and I think that's going to be really helpful for you in the 
future.  But, honestly, if when you graduate, you can be just a good writer in general, that 
the emails you write are good, or a proposal you write is good, or something else, like... a 
short story that you write is good. (Mrs. Kelly, interview, May 30, 2017) 
Mrs. Kelly saw her perspective as going beyond the immediate demands of curricular 
expectations.  It was important that her students’ literacies, whether used in school or social 
communities, be valued. 
I think it comes back to that idea of “is this...contrived?” OR, is this something that is 
truly meaningful to us?  Something that we really see as kind of essential to our growth 
as people, you know what I mean?  That's where my perspective would want to be. So, 
you're right, so this [DSP] is like an entry point to a more academic type of writing.  And 
we do need to develop that skillset for academic writing.   I feel like that's only one facet 
of their identity as a human and one facet of their identity as a writer, and so... I don't 
know.  I don't want that to be the entire facet, I guess.  I don't know.  It's so complicated. 
(Mrs. Kelly, interview, May 30, 2017)  
Essentially, in developing school-sanctioned literacies by drawing on other ways of making 
meaning, such as DMC, students develop the capacity to approach communication with critical 
awareness. 
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Coda9 
Now, as I reflect upon the research in this dissertation, a recent conversation is 
noteworthy.  On Friday morning of July 21, 2017, Mrs. Kelly and I met to have coffee and 
homemade biscotti in her desert garden.  As I talked about what I had found in the data, Mrs. 
Kelly was reminded of a book she was reading, Braiding Sweetgrass (Kimmerer, 2013).  In 
particular, she made the connection between ‘The Three Sisters’ in Native American culture and 
the interconnected movement I found in Aubrey's composing process in the context of the 
intervention.   
The Three Sisters, she explained, are corn, beans and squash.  They are grown together 
because they have an interconnected, complementary relationship.  As the corn stalks grow, the 
beans wind around the sturdy green stems.  The corn provides a place for the beans to grow and 
the beans reciprocate by producing nitrogen in the soil.  The squash grows between the corn and 
beans, spreading across the ground.  The squash protects its vertically growing sisters from 
predatory plants, but also keeps the earth moist beneath its broad leaves.  Mrs. Kelly said that the 
author, a Ph.D. in botany, saw that her Native American heritage offered her a more inclusive 
and expansive way of looking at plants than a purely scientific way.  Rather than objectively 
looking at each individual plant, naming its parts and studying each in isolation, her indigenous 
tradition emphasizes the relationship between the plants, how they work together.  This, she 
asserted, is what she heard me say: that our classrooms should be more interdisciplinary and 
complimentary, drawing on many different resources to enrich our own content area of ELA.  
There is no real boundary between our discourses, content areas, and processes.  Naming may 
                                                
9 A coda, in music, is “the concluding passage of a piece or movement, typically forming an addition to the basic 
structure.’ 
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not be as important as understanding the relationships between them.  It’s rather like The Three 
Sisters: each supports and strengthens the other. 
 
 “There is no such thing as educational value in the abstract” (Dewey, 1934, p. 46). 
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Appendix A: Offline, a digital comic by Aubrey Ianuzzi (pseudonym) 
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Appendix B: Ideas for Digital Self Portrait Contract Terms 
 
In order to get an A on my Digital Self Portrait I will… 
● Post a working link to my project on Edmodo no later than 8am on 5/18 
 
Writing:  
● I will include __________ amount of writing (number of posts, length of writing, word 
count, etc.) 
● My writing will be free of mechanical errors. 
● My writing will reflect my theme of ______________  
● My writing will include stylistic features like _____________, ______________, 
_______________, and _____________ (include as many as you like) 
● The content of my writing will be reflective by…(sharing my 
passions/interests/hobbies/important people/mistakes/areas of growth/desires & 
dreams/things that make me happy; telling stories about important experiences; revealing 
aspects of my life that no one knows; allowing myself to be vulnerable in the content I 
share, etc.)  
 
______________ points 
 
Creativity:  
● I will show creativity by __________________ (ideas might include: arranging my 
photos to parallel a unique vision, including colorful images, applying unique filters to 
my photos to reflect my mood, layout, illustrating my images, connecting my images and 
writing in meaningful ways, including a variety of stylistic features in my writing, 
choosing unique quotes that reflect complex ways of thinking, making my own pins, 
adding humor, adding transitions and effects to the editing, writing my own 
script/song/poetry, taking a new spin on an old idea, including multiple elements of self, 
etc.) 
 
______________ points 
 
Effort:  
● I will demonstrate effort by __________________ (ideas might include: ensuring clear 
recordings/videos that are free of background noises or distracting sounds, the number of 
pictures or length of writing, the amount of filming & editing, customizing my 
blog/website to be aesthetically pleasing through colors/images/fonts/structure, taking my 
writing through multiple revisions, connecting all photos/writing/fonts/colors to my 
theme, length of video, clean images/illustrations/videos with no errors, taking all the 
pictures myself, including at least XX number of posts/images/captions, learning XYZ 
program to create a video game, etc.) 
 
______________ points 
 
Presentation: 
● Poise 
 
 176 
● Voice 
● Life 
● Eye Contact 
● Gestures 
● Speed 
 
______________ points 
 
TOTAL = ______________ (how many points should this project be worth?) 
 
By signing below, both parties agree to the aforementioned terms. The student will receive an A 
on his/her Digital Self Portrait by meeting the above guidelines in their entirety.  
 
___________________________ _________________________ ________________ 
Student    Name Student    Signature Date 
 
__________________________ __________________ 
Teacher    Name Date 
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Appendix C: Digital Self Portrait: Student Reflection 
  
1.    What elements of your Digital Self Portrait were you particularly proud of and why? 
  
  
2.   Knowing what you do now, what, if anything, would you do differently? Explain. 
  
  
3.   If a stranger saw your Digital Self Portrait on the Internet, would they get a good sense of 
who you are? Explain your reasoning. 
  
  
4.   With which medium did you choose to communicate something about yourself? Do you feel 
that this was an adequate method for communicating your theme? Explain. 
  
  
5.    Based on the criteria you developed for your Digital Self Portrait, what grade do you deserve 
for the project and why? (Please give specific reasons/evidence.) 
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Appendix D: Planning Notes 
Outline: The Media Study 
Driving Question: (we’ll choose one) 
Are you driving the media or is media driving you? 
Why do we do what we do? 
Do we really understand each other? 
 
Inspiration:   
1) Infomagical podcast (http://www.wnyc.org/story/case-infomagical/) 
2) Students are surrounded by media and we don’t have enough information about how media influences us.  
How does this information affect us and how do we then make conscientious choices based on that 
understanding? 
 
Overarching Goal: By the end of the unit, students will be far more aware of the way media consumption affects 
them socially, emotionally, and academically. They will study a form of digital media prevalent in society, find 
patterns, and form conclusions in order to make behavioral changes. Finally, through composition in a medium of 
choice, students will communicate how media affects them and can disenfranchise others.  
 
Structure:  
➔ Problem-posing & challenge based 
➔ Students are presented with questions and tasks of increasing difficulty to form a conclusion and ultimately 
present their findings in a medium of their choice 
➔ Each week we will explore a new form of media, reading articles & literature about the subject, analyzing 
forms of media together, holding group seminars, discussions, and debates. This process will help students 
make sense of media’s effect and will allow them to explore others’ perspectives 
➔ Students will reflect consistently through journaling during class and will be encouraged to take “field 
notes” outside of class 
➔ We will take students through the writing process to review, edit, and refine their writing 
 
Products & Assessments:  
➔ Perform a media study about a form of media that troubles you, that engage in, or that you want to learn 
more about.  Identify patterns that emerge and draw conclusions based off of the patterns.  (penny activity, 
video- of research process Google)   
➔ The media story will have a written component 
➔ Students will simultaneously read multicultural young adult novels, listening to a perspective that is not 
often heard.  The voices that emerge through reading and discussion will lead to an additional challenge for 
the media study:  what voices are marginalized or not heard in your media of choice? Students will identify 
language from their books that they’re unfamiliar with and teach each other. This will be a form of 
language study.  
● I am Malala 
● Challenger Deep 
● The Skin I’m In 
● Brown Girl Dreaming (verse novel) 
● The Absolutely True Diary of a Part Time Indian 
● We Were Here 
● American Born Chinese (graphic novel) 
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Standards: 
NEPF--The unit is designed to hit all of the NEPF standards with specific focus on Instructional Standards 4.2, 4.3, 
5.2 
● teacher structures opportunities for self-monitored learning for all students (4.2) 
● teacher supports all students to take actions based on the students’ self-monitoring processes (4.3) 
● teacher aligns assessment opportunities with learning goals and performance criteria (5.2) 
 
NACS--W1, 1a, 1b, 2.a, 2b, 2c, 2f, 3a, 3d, 3e, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 
● Write arguments to support claims (1) 
● Analyze substantive topics/texts (1) 
● Use valid reasoning & relevant/sufficient evidence (1, 1b) 
● Introduce and develop claims (1a, 1b) 
● Introduce and develop counterclaims (1a, 1b) 
● Point out strengths and weaknesses in both (1b) 
● Anticipate the audience’s knowledge level and concerns (1b) 
● Organize complex ideas, concepts, and info (2a) 
● Make important connections and distinctions (2a) 
● Include formatting, graphics, and multimedia...to aid comprehension (2a) 
● Develop a topic with well-chosen, relevant/sufficient facts, extended definitions, concrete details, 
quotations, and other info (2b) 
● Use transitions to link major sections of text (2c) 
● Create cohesion (2c) 
● Clarify relationships between complex ideas (2c) 
● Provide a concluding statement...that follows from and supports info presented (2f) 
● Provide a conclusion that follows from and reflects on...the narrative (3e) 
● Write narratives to develop experiences (3a) 
● Use well-chosen details (3a, 3d) 
● Use well-structured event sequences (3a) 
● Use precise words/phrases (3d) 
● Use sensory language (3d) 
● Convey a vivid picture (3d) 
● Produce clear and coherent writing...appropriate to task, purpose, audience (4) 
● Develop and strengthen writing by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, trying something new (5) 
● Focus on what is most significant for purpose and audience (5) 
● Use technology...to produce, publish, update, or share writing products (6) 
● Take advantage of technology’s capacity to link to other info and display info flexibly (6) 
● Conduct short and sustained research projects (7) 
● Answer a question (7) 
● Solve a problem (7) 
● Synthesize multiple sources on the subject (7)/ Integrate information into the text to maintain flow of ideas 
(8) 
● Demonstrate understanding of the subject under investigation (7) 
● Gather relevant info from multiple sources (8) 
● Assess usefulness of sources (8) 
● Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, research (9) 
 
RI 3, 6, 7, 8 
● Analyze how an author unfolds an analysis (3) 
● Analyze the order in which points are made (3) 
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● Analyze how points are introduced and developed (3) 
● Analyze connections that are drawn between points (3) 
● Determine an author’s point of view or purpose (6) 
● Analyze how an author uses rhetoric to advance that point of view (6) 
● Analyze various accounts of a subject told in different mediums (7) 
● Determine which details are emphasized or left out (7) 
● Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims (8) 
● Assess whether reasoning is valid (8) 
● Assess whether evidence is relevant and sufficient (8) 
● Identify false statements and fallacious reasoning (8) 
 
RL 3, 4, 6 
● Analyze how complex characters develop (3) 
● Analyze how complex characters interact with other characters (3) 
● Analyze how complex characters advance the plot or develop the theme (3) 
● Determine the meaning of words or phrases as used in the text (4) 
● Determine the figurative and connotative meanings (4) 
● Analyze the cumulative impact of specific word choices on meaning/tone (4) 
● Analyze how language evokes a sense of time and place (4) 
● Analyze how language sets a formal or informal tone (4) 
 
SL 1d, 2, 4, 5 
● Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives (1d) 
● Summarize points of agreement/disagreement (1d) 
● Qualify or justify own views (1d) 
● Make new connections in light of evidence and reasoning presented (1d) 
● Integrate multiple sources of info presented in diverse media or formats (2) 
● Evaluate the credibility and accuracy of each source (2) 
● Present information clearly, concisely, and logically (4) 
● Make strategic use of digital media in presentations to enhance understanding... and add interest (5) 
 
L- 1a, 2b, 3, 4a  (TBD based on writing component) 
● Use parallel structure (1a) 
● Use a colon to introduce a list or quotation (2b) 
● Apply knowledge of language to understand how language functions in different contexts (3) 
● Apply knowledge of language to make effective choices for meaning or style (3) 
● Apply knowledge of language to comprehend more fully when reading or listening (3) 
● Use context as a clue to the meaning of a word or phrase 
 
Potential Topics/Approaches:  
-advertisements 
-music videos 
-memes 
-iPhone/iPad games 
-video games 
-social media (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat) 
-blogs 
-texting 
-personalized feeds (echo chamber) 
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-online shopping 
-online dating 
-online reviews 
-online education 
-growing up digital 
-ebooks (& reading novels on your phone) 
-streaming radio (Pandora, Spotify) 
-email 
-Google (docs, search engine, etc.) 
-emojis 
-biometric bracelets 
-vines 
-fan fiction, affinity spaces 
-Sims and virtual worlds 
-wikis 
 
1st infomagical: Starting point and model for our challenge-based approach.   
2. project intro 
3. choosing media, begin inquiry 
4.  write/writing process-- the big focus, final product will be digital writing, assessment 
5.  present in digital media 
Week by week analysis 
 
Add calendar 
Unfamiliar Genre Take-aways 
Journal= good way to help them document their process 
Researching lessons= we could do these lessons on  
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Appendix E: A Digital Self-Portrait: Pre-AP First Quarter Project 
 
 
 
Attached to our phones, compulsive about social media, surrounded by screens, beeps, and 
buzzes, it’s not just that the Internet is everywhere...it’s that the Internet increasingly defines us.  
 
This quarter we’ve been exploring the idea of the “self” and the way our technology influences 
identity.  
 
As a culminating project, you will compose a written self-portrait and portray it through a form 
of digital media. Your self-portrait will communicate your sense of self in relation to the world. 
It may encompass the people and places you love, express your excitement about technology, 
reflect your doubts and fears about the future, share your feelings about a digital self vs. an 
offline self, etc.  
 
The guidelines for your Digital Self Portrait have been left purposefully vague in order to give 
you freedom to create something that best represents your vision.  
 
To prepare for your Digital Self Portrait, you will: 
● Explore a genre of digital media by reading and collecting samples to identify what 
makes an exemplary piece 
● Within the genre samples, analyze the “writer’s” craft, structure, audience, and unique 
strategies in order to write effectively within that medium 
● Workshop a piece of writing (this can be something we’ve done in class or something 
you’ve written on your own) that communicates your sense of self 
 
Digital media forms might include:  
● A YouTube video with images, songs, voice-overs, etc. 
● A series of Twitter installments 
● Non-fiction blog posts with related art, quotes, and analysis 
● An Instagram series 
● A podcast with audio and sound bites 
● A comic/graphic story 
● Digital advertisement series 
● Snapchat story (?) 
● Videogame (?) 
● Other 
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Appendix F: Teacher Interview Protocol 
Interview Objectives and Procedures  
 
There will be up to three interviews (pre, mid, post). Each interview will take place in a public 
space and it will last about 30-45 minutes.  
 
Research questions guiding this study: 
1. What are the differences between instruction for traditional writing and 
multimodal composition? 
2. How can teachers design assessment tools for diverse, multimodal texts? 
3. How can teachers align content standards with instruction and assessments for 
multimodal composition? 
4. How does one teacher reflect on overall practice when incorporating multimodal 
composition?  
 
Interview Questions for 10th Grade English Teacher 
 
1. Would you please tell us a little about yourself? And your teaching background? 
2. Why did you decide to become a teacher?  
3. How many years have you been teaching? 
4. Describe how you teach writing in your classroom. 
5. Describe your personal use of technology.   
6. Describe your use of technology in the classroom. Are you comfortable teaching with 
technology and media? 
7. Describe other lessons/instruction you have taught that utilize technology?   
8. Do any of the teacher(s) in your grade level utilize technology?  If so, how? 
9. Have you used a multimodal composition and analysis approach before this unit? 
10. What are you trying to accomplish with this unit and the use of a multimodal composition 
unit?  
11. What are the desired student outcomes?  In other words, how will you gauge success or 
student growth? 
12. Discuss the standards aligned with this unit.  What are the assessments aligned with the 
standards? 
 
 
During unit questions 
 
Semi-structured interview- Discussion about the progress of students and reflection on the 
lessons’ effectiveness.  
 
1. Let’s discuss how it is going, so far. 
2. Have you made adjustments to the any aspect of the unit, such as lessons, resources, 
assessments, etc?  Why or why not? 
3. Describe how students are responding to the lessons and assignments?  Does anything in 
particular stand out (student work, responses, motivation, questions, etc.)? 
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4. How are students performing on assessments/meeting the standards, so far? 
5. What questions or challenges have arisen during the unit? Please explain.  
6. What resources do you use to address issues? 
7. Are the students making connections across content/lessons? Please explain.  
8. Are things going as planned? Please explain.  
9. What other types of writing/media are students engaged with so far? 
 
After unit questions 
 
1. Describe your overall feelings about the unit, the instruction, the activities, artifacts, 
students outcomes.  How did it go, in your opinion? 
2. How, if at all, was this unit different from your traditional writing units/lessons? How and 
why is this important to teaching? 
3. Describe the assessments.  How were the measures designed? What were you looking 
for/ what was your plan? How did students perform?   
4. How did students respond to the final project? 
5. Would you implement this again in your classroom?  Explain. 
6. Describe student artifacts that really stood out. Please explain.  
7. Describe what kinds of things stood out to you in students’ reflections? 
8. Talk about how the different elements came together. 
9. Are there other elements of this unit that you feel are important and relevant to this type 
of instruction? 
10. Are there any other details pertaining to you, the students, or the unit that you would like 
to share? 
 
*Due to the emergent nature of qualitative research additional questions may be added to this 
protocol. 
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Appendix G: Student Interview Protocol 
 
Interview Objectives and Procedures  
 
Note for interview:  There will be one interview/think aloud for each participant. Each interview 
will take place in a public space and it will last about 30-45 minutes. Each interview will be 
recorded using screen-casting software to record both the audio interview and mouse movements 
of participants as they discuss their multimodal projects. 
 
The subquestions are there if the student needs additional prompts.  The focus will be on the 
primary questions 
 
Say to participant/student: Before we begin, I want to remind you of the purpose of the study and 
your rights as a participant.  We are trying to learn more about how high school students 
compose multimodal/multimedia projects. If you don’t want to be in this study, you don’t have 
to participate. Remember, being in this study is up to you and no one will be upset if you don’t 
want to participate or even if you change your mind later and want to stop.  Do you have any 
questions for me? 
 
1. Tell me about your project.   
a. What medium/modes did you choose and why? 
b. What topic did you choose and why? 
2. Walk me through your process.  Tell me what you did and how you made choices.   
a. If you could change anything about your project now, what would it be and why? 
b. What did you like about the project?  What were the challenges? 
3. How would you describe the academic purpose of the assignment? 
4. In what ways, if any, did the lessons help you compose? 
5. In what ways, if any, did the genre study help you compose 
6. Did any of the lessons help you connect your in- and out-of –school use of tech/media 
composing? 
7. How did any of the approaches in class, if any, enhance your creativity and imagination? 
8. Do you consider your work writing?  Why or why not? 
  
*Due to the nature of qualitative inquiry, there may be serendipitous follow-up questions based 
on participant's responses to the questions. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 186 
Appendix H: Codes 
 Primary Codes Subcodes 
1 Learning connection to learning; transfer; academic resource 
2 Awareness metacognition; evidence of learning 
3 ROLES teacher/student roles 
4 Rhetoric rhetoric 
5  visual rhetoric 
6  audience/purpose 
7  ethos, pathos, logos 
8  Traditional 
9  Perspective 
10 Writing  
11  complement 
12  supplement 
13 Substance [Assessment/Contract; creativity; effort] 
14  creativity 
15  effort 
16 creativity unobvious/novel 
17 Identity  
18  authentic; real 
19  outsider/isolated/different 
20 Process  
21  "everyday use" 
22  improvisation 
23  composition 
24  peer feedback 
25  revision 
26 Formative Experiment 
(FE) 
changes, adjustments, or consensus 
27  new ideas/changes 
28  "what worked" 
29  assessment design 
30 Conventions  
31  Function 
32  Convention (related to genre) 
33 Reflection  
34 Aesthetics  
35 Assessment  
36 Available Resources or 
Resources 
Resources; asset or asset-oriented approach (funds of 
knowledge) 
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37  appropriation 
38 Choices  
39 Agency Student-centered/student ownership 
40  Agency 
41 Connection connect; connected; may cross-list with relevance 
42  Engaged 
43 Disconnected 
44  Not engaged 
45  "offline" 
46 Tensions "freak out" 
47  "walk a line" 
47  fear 
49  "pull" 
50  "missed the boat" or "not knowing" 
51  "fit" "pieces" 
52  appropriation 
53  comfort zone/ZPD/growth 
54  transgress 
55 Fun/Play curiosity; engagement; interest; play; meaningful 
56  informal; experimentation; experiment 
57  serendipity 
58 Relevance  
59 experimentation play 
60 reflection teacher vs. 
student reflections 
61 "Strengths" talent/skills/assets 
62  affinity (resource) 
63 Assumptions 
64  Misrepresentation 
65  Misrepresentation 
 
Subcode Definition Example Notes 
improvisation 
 
Purposeful play 
with 
conventions or 
experimentation  
 
"I wrote the story first then I'm like, as I 
looked at it, I'm like: maybe...maybe I should 
have something here, so but without a phone it 
gets kind of lonely [points to image], I 
remember thinking, maybe I should do 
something with like my world upside down. 
Why not just have me upside down. And then 
I have... I can't just have me upside down, I 
should have people connected to 
something...people talking on phones" 
(Aubrey, 5/29/16).  
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Appendix I:  Example of Visual Rhetoric Terms and Sources 
Term Citation Definition 
Visual bridge Krause (2004) Pertains to flow; leading visually into another element, unified 
background, etc. 
Placement Krause Where items appear in the frame or visual space 
Proximity/grouping Williams (2015) 
(proximity); 
Krause 
(grouping) 
Relevant items near; signals to reader what goes with what 
Rule of thirds 
 
Krause Division of visual space into three sections.  Should off-center 
images 
Vectors O’Toole (2011) Guiding the eye through divisions in the image space 
Harmony Krause; O’Toole  
Color Connors, 2013; 
Eisner, 2002 
Emotive; cultural connotations; Eisner, 2002: expressive  
Syntax  VR term for how the eye is guided 
Linguistic design Connors, 2013 Literary conventions such as symbolism or verbal irony 
(Connors, 2013), which contribute to narrative. 
Avatar Liboriussen, 
2014 
“A stronger definition fi of an avatar would be the graphical 
representation of a user of a digital media product functioning 
as a focus for the user’s agency within a virtual world.” p. 37 
Figures of contrast Ehses, 2004  
Antithesis  “The juxtaposition of contrasting ideas” Ehses, p. 167 
Irony  “An expression that conveys a meaning opposite to its literal 
meaning”  Ehses, p. 167 
Figures of 
Resemblance 
 Metaphor, personification   
Figures of contiguity  Metonymy, synecdoche, periphrasis, puns   
Figures of 
graduation 
 Hyperbole, amplification 
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Appendix J: Example of Comic Book Conventions 
Term Citation Definition 
Shots Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Like a movie shot, perspective of audience or reading in relation to 
action in the frame 
Perspective  Connors, 2013 Similar to shot, Connors also draws on the definition put forward by 
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006[1996]) which acknowledges the 
authorial intention in positioning the view to see from a particular 
perspective. 
Shots: High-
angle shots 
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Any angle above eye-level 
Shots: Low-
angle  
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Any angle below eye-level 
Shots: long Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Wide screen 
Shots: medium 
shot 
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Action in foreground and background at the same time 
Shots: close-up Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Face; emotion shot 
Shots: down-shot 
or “bird’s-eye-
view” 
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
From above looking down 
Shots: up shot or 
“worm’s eye 
view” 
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Down below looking up 
Point-of-view 
shot 
Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
What a character sees 
Reverse angle Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Represents opposite perspective of the previous frame 
Narration Morrison, Bryan, 
& Chilcoat, 2002 
Moves plot forward; only what is most essential 
Vertical design Harvey, 1996 Layout presents a sequence of scenes that can be taken in all at once; 
“Simultaneity” is an affordance in comics that is not present in film- 
we take in all of the scenes at once.   
Layout Harvey, 1996; 
Connors, 2013 
Position and relationships; panels of “the manner in which images, 
panels, and written text are configured on the space of a page” 
(Connors, 2013, p. 42) 
panel 
 
Individual frame 
 
 190 
avatar Liboriussen, 
2014 
“A stronger definition fi of an avatar would be the graphical 
representation of a user of a digital media product functioning as a 
focus for the user’s agency within a virtual world.” (p. 37) 
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Appendix K: Young Adult Literature Options Handout 
YAL Options10:  
 
Guy in Real Life by Steve Brezenoff. It is Labor Day weekend in Saint Paul, 
Minnesota, and boy and girl collide on a dark street at two thirty in the morning: 
Lesh, who wears black, listens to metal, and plays MMOs; Svetlana, who 
embroiders her skirts, listens to Björk and Berlioz, and dungeon masters her 
own RPG. They should pick themselves up, continue on their way, and never talk to each other 
again.  But they don't.  This is a story of the roles we all play—at school, at home, online, and 
with our friends—and the one person who might be able to show us who we are underneath it all. 
 
Mr. Penumbra’s 24-Hour Bookstore by Robin Sloan. A Winner of the Alex 
Award, a finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for First Fiction, named 
a Best Book of the Year by NPR, Los Angeles Times, and San Francisco 
Chronicle.  Mr. Penumbra's 24-Hour Bookstore is an old school mystery set 
firmly in tech-loving, modern day San Francisco. Clay Jannon (former web 
designer) lands a job at a bookstore with very few patrons and even fewer purchases. His 
curiosity leads him to the discovery of a larger conspiracy at play, one exciting enough to rope in 
his best friend (CEO at a startup) and love interest (works at Google). As Clay and company 
unravel the puzzles of Mr. Penumbra's book shop, the story turns into a sort of nerdy heist, with 
real-life gadgets, secret societies, and a lot of things to say about the past, present, and future of 
reading. Sloan originally self-published Mr. Penumbra as a short story through Kindle Direct 
                                                
10 The teacher used descriptions from Amazon.com and other sites.  The handout is presented here exactly as she 
gave it to students. 
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Publishing, before expanding it to its current form with a traditional print publisher--a fitting 
trajectory for a fast, fun story that has so wholly and enthusiastically embraced the tension 
between the digital and analog books. 
 
Fangirl by Rainbow Rowell. In Rainbow Rowell's Fangirl, Cath is a Simon 
Snow fan. Okay, the whole world is a Simon Snow fan, but for Cath, being a fan 
is her life--and she's really good at it. She and her twin sister, Wren, ensconced 
themselves in the Simon Snow series when they were just kids; it's what got 
them through their mother leaving.  Reading. Rereading. Hanging out in Simon Snow forums, 
writing Simon Snow fan fiction, dressing up like the characters for every movie premiere. 
Cath's sister has mostly grown away from fandom, but Cath can't let go. She doesn't want 
to. Now that they're going to college, Wren has told Cath she doesn't want to be roommates. Cath 
is on her own, completely outside of her comfort zone. She's got a surly roommate with a 
charming, always-around boyfriend, a fiction-writing professor who thinks fan fiction is the end 
of the civilized world, a handsome classmate who only wants to talk about words . . . And she 
can't stop worrying about her dad, who's loving and fragile and has never really been alone. For 
Cath, the question is: Can she do this? Can she make it without Wren holding her hand? Is she 
ready to start living her own life? Writing her own stories? And does she even want to move on 
if it means leaving Simon Snow behind? 
 
Random by Tom Levine. This tense and gripping novel explores of the 
consequences of cyberbullying. Late at night Tori receives a random phone call. 
It's a wrong number. But the caller seems to want to talk, so she stays on the line. 
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He asks for a single thing--one reason not to kill himself. The request plunges her into confusion. 
Because if this random caller actually does what he plans, he'll be the second person connected 
to Tori to take his own life. And the first just might land her in jail. After her Facebook page 
became Exhibit A in a tragic national news story about cyberbullying, Tori can't help but suspect 
the caller is a fraud. But what if he's not? Her words alone may hold the power of life or death. 
With the clock ticking, Tori has little time to save a stranger--and maybe redeem herself--leading 
to a startling conclusion that changes everything… 
Sort-of Dystopian:  
Free to Fall by Lauren Miller. Fast-forward to a time when Apple and Google 
have been replaced by Gnosis, a monolith corporation that has developed the 
most life-changing technology to ever hit the market: Lux, an app that flawlessly 
optimizes decision-making for the best personal results. Just like everyone else, 
sixteen-year-old Rory Vaughn knows the key to a happy, healthy life is to follow what the app 
recommends. When she's accepted to the elite boarding school Theden Academy, her future 
happiness seems all the more assured. But once on campus, something feels wrong beneath the 
polished surface of her prestigious dream school. Then she meets North, a handsome townie who 
doesn't use Lux, and begins to fall for him and his outsider way of life. Soon, Rory is going her 
own way, questioning Lux and listening instead to the inner voice she's been taught to ignore--a 
choice that leads her to uncover a truth neither she nor the world ever saw coming. 
 
Ready Player One by Ernest Cline. In the year 2044, reality is an ugly place. 
The only time teenage Wade Watts really feels alive is when he's jacked into the 
virtual utopia known as the OASIS. Wade's devoted his life to studying the 
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puzzles hidden within this world's digital confines—puzzles that are based on their creator's 
obsession with the pop culture of decades past and that promise massive power and fortune to 
whoever can unlock them.  
  But when Wade stumbles upon the first clue, he finds himself beset by players willing to kill to 
take this ultimate prize. The race is on, and if Wade's going to survive, he'll have to win—and 
confront the real world he's always been so desperate to escape. 
 
Feed by M.T. Anderson. For Titus and his friends, it started out like any 
ordinary trip to the moon - a chance to party during spring break and play with 
some stupid low-grav at the Ricochet Lounge. But that was before the crazy 
hacker caused all their feeds to malfunction, sending them to the hospital to lie 
around with nothing inside their heads for days. And it was before Titus met Violet, a beautiful, 
brainy teenage girl who has decided to fight the feed and its omnipresent ability to categorize 
human thoughts and desires. Following in the footsteps of George Orwell, Anthony Burgess, and 
Kurt Vonnegut Jr., M. T. Anderson has created a not-so-brave new world — and a smart, savage 
satire that has captivated readers with its view of an imagined future that veers unnervingly close 
to the here and now. 
 
Non-Fiction Ideas:  
 
The Filter Bubble by Eli Pariser. Drawing on interviews with both cyber-
skeptics and cyber-optimists, from the co-founder of OK Cupid, an 
algorithmically-driven dating website, to one of the chief visionaries of U.S. 
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information warfare, THE FILTER BUBBLE tells the story of how the Internet, a medium built 
around the open flow of ideas, is closing in on itself under the pressure of commerce and 
“monetization.” It peeks behind the curtain at the server farms, algorithms, and geeky 
entrepreneurs that have given us this new reality, and investigates the consequences of corporate 
power in the digital age. THE FILTER BUBBLE reveals how personalization could undermine 
the internet’s original purpose as an open platform for the spread of ideas, and leave us all in an 
isolated, echoing world. But it is not too late to change course. Pariser lays out a new vision for 
the web, one that embraces the benefits of technology without turning a blind eye to its negative 
consequences, and will ensure that the Internet lives up to its transformative promise. 
Writing on the Wall by Tom Standage. Whatever adolescents and technophiles 
might think, social media is nothing new. Standage explores the human impulse 
to socialize and the earlier technologies, from papyrus to printing press, that 
accommodated that impulse. The wax tablet bore strong resemblance to the 
iPad. Pamphlets and news ballads went viral, spread throughout Europe by travelers, and the 
Devonshire Manuscript was the Tudor-era Facebook. Standage compares the back-and-forth of 
ancient graffiti comments to comment threads in blogs and puts Paul’s epistles in the context of 
social media as he and other apostles spread Christianity. Rumors, gossip, love poems, and 
political and religious unrest were all part of the stew of discussion as technology morphed into 
mass communication and the Internet age. Standage offers historical perspective on such 
concerns about evolving social media as faddishness, coarsening of discourse, distraction from 
serious work, and erosion of social skills. Still, the social media evolution marched on, 
influencing politics and religion and aiding revolution in Europe and the Americas. A thoroughly 
fascinating look at the evolution of social media. 
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BIE Project Based Learning Seminar, June 2010 
SNWP Summer Institute, Summer 2006 
 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS 
 
NCTE- National Council for Teachers of English since 2006 
 SLAM- Studies in Literacy and Multimedia Assembly 
SNWP- Southern Nevada Writing Project since 2007 
SNCTE- Southern Nevada Council of Teachers of English, founding member and Board Member  
2011-2016 
ISTE- International Society for Technology in Education since 2010 
CEE- Conference on English Education since 2011 
CUE- Computer Using Educators since 2010 
CCCC- Conference on College Composition and Communication since 2015 
AERA- American Educational Research Association since 2016 
LRA- Literacy Research Association 2016 
CEL- Conference on English Leadership 2016 
ALAN- Assembly on Literature for Adolescents of the NCTE 
 
 
 
